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Abstract 
Drawing on the transcripts of 47 semi-structured interviews with HR practitioners in 
local government in the English Midlands, this thesis explores what Beech (2008) 
FDOOVWKHµURXWHWRPHDQLQJFRQVWUXFWLRQRIWKHVHOI¶RI+5SUactitioners as they 
navigate discourses of HRM and public sector reform LQWKHSXUVXLWRIµprofessional¶ 
identity and organizational legitimacy. Through the use of discourse analysis, the 
study makes three key contributions: firstly, it challenges the dichotomous 
FKDUDFWHULVDWLRQRIDµPRGHUQLVLQJ¶SXEOLFVHFWRUDQGidentifies a discursive 
pragmatism, whereby public sector employees craft a workable identity reconciling 
µROG¶SXEOLFVHFWRUWDONZLWKDWHPSHUHGSXEOLFVHFWRUµUHIRUP¶GLVFRXUVH WRIRUJHµWKLUG 
ZD\¶GLVFRXUVHV Secondly, LWFKDOOHQJHVWKHQRWLRQRIµVWUDWHJLF¶OHJLWLPDF\DVWKH
only means by which a plausible organizational identity might be constructed for the 
HR function, with WKHGHQLJUDWHGµDGPLQLVWUDWLYH¶HR role rewritten as a problem 
solving and pragmatic orientation. Finally, it concludes that HR legitimacy will remain 
HOXVLYHZKLOVW+5¶VLGHQWLW\SDUWLFXODUO\LQUHODWLRQWROLQHPDQDJHPHQWLVFRQVWUXFWHG
through gendered and sexualised discourses. The title of the thesis, drawing on the 
words of interviewees, represents alternative conceptions of the HR function: 
OHJLWLPDWHGWKURXJKUHFRXUVHWRµprofessionalism¶and partnership talk, or managerial 
cipher, in thrall to public sector managerialization, particularly through the 
constructioQRI+5¶VUROHDQGLGHQWLW\LQJHQGHUHGDQGVH[XDOLVHGWHUPV 
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An autobiographical foreword 
It is over 25 years since I joined the graduate training programme of a large, µblue-
chip¶ financial services organization. After an initial training period working in retail 
EDQNLQJEUDQFKHVLQWKH&LW\RI/RQGRQ,PDQDJHGWRVHFXUHP\ILUVWµSURSHU¶UROHLQ
my chosen area, the Personnel department, claiming µa GHVLUHWRZRUNZLWKSHRSOH¶
as my motivation. I naively aspired to influence the policies and practices of the 
organization to ensure that employees might be managed more ethically, with 
respect and consideration, and I hoped to counter some of the worst excesses of 
managerial behaviour I had witnessed in branches DVDQµHPSOR\HHFKDPSLRQ¶. 
 
I progressed rapidly through a series of roles from personnel administration, to 
graduate recruitment, training and management development, employee relations 
and equal opportunities. My sense of excitement at the roles I undertook, likely in no 
VPDOOSDUWDXJPHQWHGE\P\UHOLHIDWOHDYLQJWKHµEXVLQHVVRIEDQNLQJ¶EHKLQGZDV
initially high. Yet over time I became aware of a growing unease, a nagging doubt; I 
felt a sense of discomfort, of dissonance between what I held to be my own personal 
values and the values by which I sensed the organization required me to behave in 
RUGHUWREHµDSSURpULDWH¶I would often chew over at home the ways in which I had 
talked and behaved at work, and felt uncomfortable with my performance, yet was 
aware that I had done what I QHHGHGWRµILWLQ¶DQGWRSHUIRUPP\UROHLn the way I 
was required and indeed rewarded for doing. My espoused GHVLUHWRµZRUk with 
SHRSOH¶ZDVGLVPLVVHGDVQDLYHDQG,TXLFNO\UHSODFHGP\DSSDUHQWO\µEOHHGLQJ
KHDUW¶VFULSWZLWKRQHRIVWUDWHJLFFRQWULEXWLRQFXVWRPHU-RULHQWDWLRQDQGµOHYHUDJHG
DVVHWV¶ I did not yet have the discourses at my disposal to articulate my discomfort 
at the µLGHQWLW\ZRUN¶LQZKLFK,ZDVengaging as I navigated and negotiated the 
performance of P\GDLO\RUJDQL]DWLRQDOµVHOI¶. 
 
It was the best part of fifteen years, a Masters qualification and a new lecturing role 
later that I read Alvesson and WillmoWW¶VSRZHUIXO indictment of workplace 
identity regulation. I was teaching at the time on, among other programmes, the 
postgraduate diploma in HR leading to chartered membership of the Chartered 
Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD), the HR professional body in the UK. 
The programmes were informed, validated and audited by the CIPD, and the course 
FRQWHQWKHDYLO\JHDUHGWRZDUGVWKHERG\¶VFRQFHSWRIWKHµLGHDO¶+5SURIHVVLRQDO,
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was struck by the extent to which I was now required to be complLFLWLQWKHµLGHQWLW\
UHJXODWLRQ¶RIP\DVSLULQJ+5SUDFWLWLRQHUVWXGHQWVHQVXULQJWKDWWKH\PHWWKH
standards of knowledge and behaviour demanded by the professional body. 
The CIPD itself had engaged, consciously or otherwise, in a professional identity 
project (since achieving chartered status in 2000) in which the role and status of the 
HR professional was articulated in relation to, rather than independently of line 
PDQDJHUVDQGZKHUHE\µEXVLQHVVNQRZOHGJH¶ZDVconsidered both separate from 
and more iPSRUWDQWWKDQµ+5NQRZOHGJH¶ This professional identity project continues 
DSDFHZLWKDQHZVHWRIVWDQGDUGVDUWLFXODWLQJWKHLUµYLVLRQ¶RIWKH+5
professional. This is discussed in more detail within the body of the thesis. 
 
The parallel developments in the public sector context, where a similar identity 
SURMHFWRIWKHµLGHDO¶SXEOLFVHFWRUHPSOR\HHKDVEHHQDQGUHPDLQVXQGHUZD\
provides a rich context for my research. The apparent professional autonomy  and 
scope for ethical and moral talk as organizing imperatives formerly enjoyed by public 
sector employees which I coveted as an HR practitioner in the private sector has 
ostensibly, and to my great regret been replaced by attempts to introduce greater 
managerial and market inspired rhetoric as organizing discourses. Students I have 
taught since 2002 from the public sector have increasingly articulated what they 
experience as attempts to erode the humanistic orientation to managing workers 
which has underpinned people management philosophy and practice in the public 
sector.  
 
It is this theme of identity, and particularly of the regulatory effects of organizations 
and the discourses which constitute them, which is the main theme of this thesis. My 
desire to explore the phenomenon of identity construction and regulation is born of 
my own sense of my experience outlined above, together with a growing sense that 
whilst the phenomenon is common to all workers, those working in HR seem to be 
increasingly exhorted to submit to the desires and discourses of others in deciding 
who and how they are to be. The title of the thesis is informed by tensions for HR 
practitioners who seek to articulate identities which are palatable and legitimising in 
an increasingly managerialist context. 
Thus my orientation to this research is articulated: I adopt a critical stance informed 
by my own biography and seek to challenge the discourses which currently dominate 
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the arenas of HR practice and public management. I approach this thesis as the next 
chapter in my own story, a continuation of my own attempts to author a cohesive 
µVHOI-QDUUDWLYH¶and thereby attempt to acknowledge the extent to which I, as the 
researcher am deeply embedded in the research, shaping it at every turn. My 
UHVHDUFKLVQRWµYDOXHIUHH¶IDUIURPLW,KDve, like Whittle et al (2010), sought to 
µH[SORLWUDWKHUWKDQHOLPLQDWHWKHWHQGHQF\IRUUHVHDUFKWREHFRQGXFWHGWKURXJKD
SDUWLFXODUOHQV¶S 
 
I would not wish, however, to claim any certainty in my understanding or 
interpretation. 0\µFRQVWUXFWLRQLVW¶SHUVSHFWLYHZKLFKLVGLVFXVVHGDWOHQJWKLQWKH
main body of the thesis is perhaps best represented by the Robert Graves poemµ,Q
%URNHQ,PDJHV¶ which has spoken to me most clearly of my own philosophy whilst 
undertaking this research: 
He is quick, thinking in clear images; 
I am slow, thinking in broken images. 
 
He becomes dull, trusting to his clear images; 
I become sharp, mistrusting my broken images. 
 
Trusting his images, he assumes their relevance; 
Mistrusting my images, I question their relevance. 
 
Assuming their relevance, he assumes the fact; 
Questioning their relevance, I question their fact. 
 
When the fact fails him, he questions his senses; 
When the fact fails me, I approve my senses. 
 
He continues quick and dull in his clear images; 
I continue slow and sharp in my broken images. 
 
He in a new confusion of his understanding; 
I in a new understanding of my confusion 
11 
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Chapter 1 : Introduction 
1.1 Conceptual framework of the thesis 
First I aim to introduce the research by outlining some of the key theoretical and 
contextual considerations which inform it. Firstly, as a discourse analytic study, the 
research is informed by discourse theory. I explain my understanding and the 
importance of a discursive perspective to this research. I then introduce the 
perspective on identity which informs my approach. Finally I outline some of the key 
academic and practitioner debates in the areas of public sector reform and human 
resource management which constitute the organizational and discursive contexts 
for this research. 
1.1.1 Discourse  
In this thesis I adopt a discursive approach to exploring the identity construction of 
HR practitioners, starting from the premise that language is constructive rather than 
reflective of some underlying organizational reality. A discursive approach enables a 
close analysis of how actors draw on discourses to make sense of their lived 
experiences in organizations, and how they in turn produce and reproduce the 
discursively constituted social reality in which they are situated (Grant et al, 1998; 
Alvesson and Karreman, 2000; Phillips and Hardy, 2002; Hardy et al, 2005). 
Although I am interested in the discourses which prevail in the organizational context 
in which my research is located, my primary concern is to understand how those 
discourses frame the ways in which organizational members see the world (and 
WKHPVHOYHVDQGKRZDSDUWLFXODUYHUVLRQRIWKHVRFLDOZRUOGEHFRPHVµWDNHQ-for-
JUDQWHG¶WKURXJKGRPLQDQWGLVFRXUVHV6WDUWLQJIURPWKHSUHPLVHWKDWGLVFRXUVHDQG
language are never neutral but exist within and transmit networks of power 
(Kornberger and Brown, 2007, p.500; Delbridge and Keenoy, 2010) I employ 
GLVFRXUVHDQDO\VLVLQRUGHUWRH[SRVHGRPLQDQWRUJDQL]DWLRQDOµGLVFXUVLYHIRUPDWLRQV¶
and the assumptions which underpin them (Keenoy, 2009). In this way I seek to 
µGHQDWXUDOL]H¶ the taken-for-granted axioms associated with HRM and public sector 
reform which apparently dominate local government HR contexts (both academic 
and particularly practitioner), through calling into question the way in which such 
12 
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GLVFXUVLYHSUHVFULSWLRQVKDYHEHFRPHGRPLQDQWDQGUHIXWLQJWKHµapparently µQDWXUDO¶
DQGQHXWUDOODQJXDJH¶'HOEULGJHDQG.HHQR\SZKLFKSRSXODWHVWKHVH
µWH[WVFDSHV¶.HHQR\DQG2VZLFN4).  
 
Discourses may have the power to determine and control subjects (Hardy et al, 
2000; Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003; Bergstrom and Knights, 2006), constituting 
subjectivities LQDQµDOO-HPEUDFLQJDQGPXVFXODUIDVKLRQ¶$OYHVVRQDQG.DUUHPDQ
2000, p. 1127), or may be open to agential intervention (Bergstrom and Knights, 
ZLWKWKHVXEMHFWFRQVLGHUHGDVµDSROLWLFDOO\FRQVFLRXVODQJXDJHXVHUWHOOLQJ
WKHULJKWNLQGRIVWRULHVWRWKHULJKWDXGLHQFHVDWWKHULJKWPRPHQW¶LELGS My 
aim therefore is also to investigate how speakers are constructed by, or actively and 
agentially deploy discourses for particular ends, specifically here the pursuit of 
organizational legitimacy for the HR function, and how they weave pragmatic, 
plausible identity narratives within the web of multiple and competing discursive 
strands (some more dominant than others, Davies and Thomas, 2002) which are 
available.  
 
The discourses considered here are embodied within the texts of interview 
WUDQVFULSWVEXWUHIOHFWWKHZLGHUSUDFWLFHVRIµconsumption, production and 
GLVWULEXWLRQ¶RIGLVFRXUVHVLQWKHUHVHDUFKFRQWH[WDQGWKHLUFDSDFLW\WRSURGXFHDQG
reproduce understandings which shape collective and individual selves and enable 
identity work (Hardy et al, 2005; Kornberger and Brown, 2007).  
1.1.2 Identity 
My overarching perspective on identity  is that it is fashioned within discursive 
µUHJLPHVRIWUXWK¶WKDWFUHDWHHSLVWHPRORJLFDOVSDFHVDQGDVVRFLDWHGSRVLWLRQVZKLFK
signify, classify and govern those who operate within them (Clarke et al, 2009; et al, 
2010). This research aims to explore the power of discourse to achieve discursive 
µFORVXUH¶WKDWLVSULYLOHJLQJRQHGRPLQDQWKHJHPRQLFIRUPDWLRQDQGUHVWULFWLQJRU
eliminating alternative interpretations and meanings (Mumby, 1987; Deetz 1992) and 
to consider KRZVXFKGLVFRXUVHVLQIRUPLGHQWLW\FRQVWUXFWLRQDQGµLGHQWLW\ZRUN¶ 
 
Processes of identity construction may  be considered to be grounded in power, 
knowledge and particularly in language (Foucault, 1980, in Pullen and Simpson, 
13 
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2009) with individual self-perceptions controlled and regulated through the effects of 
power (Alvesson, 2009). Such power may be constituted in and exercised through 
the effects of discourses, as outlined above. Kornberger and Brown (2007) suggest 
that organizational members produce, and reproduce a set of understandings which 
shape, centre and cohere their individual and collective selves in the workplace, and 
that local discourses can function hegemonically to discipline organizational 
PHPEHUV¶XQGHUVWDQGLngs of their work (p. 498) and of their role and identity as they 
go about that work.  Individual, collective and organizational identities, they argue, 
are accomplished linguistically within these discursive regimes, drawing on 
µLQVWLWXWLRQDOO\EDVHG¶UHVRXUFHVWRDFFRPSOLVKLGHQWLW\ZRUNµWKDWLVWKHIRUPLQJ
PDLQWDLQLQJUHSDLULQJDQGUHYLVLQJRILQGLYLGXDODQGJURXSFRQFHSWLRQV¶S,Q
this respect, discourses, and specifically for this research, the discourses of HRM 
and public sector reform may feed into organizational and individual identity projects 
(Alvesson, 2009, p.63).  
 
7KHµWXUQWRLGHQWLW\¶LQWKHDFDGHPLFOLWHUDWXUHKDVEHHQLGHQWLILHGE\$OYHVVRQHWDO
(2008) as burgeoning at the same time as I was experiencing my own early career 
identity crisis outlined above . One might assume after such time that the theme of 
identity has been exhausted in the academic literature, all avenues explored and a 
QHZOHQVRUµIDG¶LQLWVSODFH<HW$OYHVVRQHWDOVXJJHVWWKDW 
 
µAfter approximately 20 years of expanded identity research in organization 
studies, there remain opportunities and challenges to deliver on its promise²
to develop novel and nuanced theoretical accounts, to produce rich empirical 
analyses that capture the inter-subjectivity of organizational life in a thoughtful 
and empathetic fashion, and to demonstrate how individual and collective self-
constructions become powerful players in organizing processes and 
outcomes.¶S 
7KLVWKHVLVDLPVWRRIIHUVXFKDµULFKHPSLULFDODQDO\VLV¶WKURXJKFRQVLGHULQJKRZ
members of the HR function in English local government construct their identities. 
Identity work may be demanded particularly when µURXWLQLVHGUHSURGXFWLRQRIDVHOI-
LGHQWLW\LQDVWDEOHVHWWLQJLVGLVFRQWLQXHG¶$OYHVVRQet al., 2008: 15), or where 
institutional discourses are multiple, divergent and conflicting. The public sector 
14 
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context represents such a setting, where long-established identity narratives, e.g. the 
GLVFRXUVHVRIµ2OG3XEOLF$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ¶KDYHEHHQVXSHUVHGed by discourses 
associated with New Public Management (NPM), new managerialism, and 
modernisation. Similarly, for those working in the people management function, 
µ7UDGLWLRQDO3HUVRQQHO0DQDJHPHQW¶ (TPM) discourses have been challenged and 
substituted by the pervasive rhetoric of human resource management (HRM).  The 
FRQWH[WWKHUHIRUHRIIHUVDULFKRSSRUWXQLW\IRUFRQVLGHULQJWKHµLQWHU-subjectivity of 
RUJDQL]DWLRQDOOLIH¶ 
 
:HPLJKWFRQVLGHUWKDWLQGLYLGXDOVDUHVLPSO\µIUDPHGDQGFRQVWUDLQHG¶E\GRPLQDQW 
discourses (Kornberger and Brown, 2007, p. 511), apparently compliantly taking up 
positions made available within those discourses to forge their identities (Benwell 
DQG6WRNRHS+RZHYHUJLYHQWKDWDQ\QHZGLVFRXUVHµPHUHO\adds to 
the complex and often contradictory multiplicity of discourses to which all of us are 
VXEMHFW¶+DOIRUGDQG/HRQDUGS-original italics), individuals are more 
likely to modify, re-define, re-inscribe and resist the positions offered in those 
discourses (Humphreys and Brown, 2002; Thomas and Davies, 2005) exploiting the 
µHSLVWHPRORJLFDOVSDFHVPDGHDYDLODEOHWRWKHPE\GLVFXUVLYHUHVRXUFHV¶
(Kornberger and Brown, 2007, p. 500), in a bid to author a particular self-narrative, or 
to fashion a particular discursive identity. Certainly, the discourses of NPM/ 
modernisation and HRM offer a range of discursive positions and linguistic resources 
which might be readily crafted into plausible, legitimised and palatable identity 
narratives, although these are not the only discourses which prevail in the local 
government HR context. The research therefore aims to explore how those 
discursive positions are taken up and resisted in talk as individuals go about their 
identity work. The specific discursive contexts of public sector reform and human 
resource management are considered next. 
 
1.17KHSXEOLFVHFWRUDQGORFDOJRYHUQPHQWµUHIRUP¶FRQWH[W 
Rhetoric of transformation and similarly µHSRFKDO¶UHIRUPGLVFRXUVHV'X*D\
have characterised the construction of the public sector over the past 30 years.  
Kirkpatrick and Walker (2007), suggest that during this period, the demand for 
FKDQJHLQ8.SXEOLFVHUYLFHVKDVEHHQXQSUHFHGHQWHG7KLVSHULRGRIµUHIRUP¶
LQLWLDWHGE\&RQVHUYDWLYHJRYHUQPHQWVLQWKH¶VDQG¶VLVRIWHQ
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FKDUDFWHULVHGDVUHSUHVHQWLQJDPRYHDZD\IURPµROGVW\OH¶SXEOLFVHFWRUWR1HZ
Public Management  (NPM), a set of prescriptive assumptions and value statements 
characterising how public sector organizations ought to run,  grounded in a 
philosophy of market, cost and efficiency orientation (Diefenbach, 2009) . The 
reforms have been legitimized by a characterisation of public sector organizations as 
old-fashioned, anachronistic and irrelevant (Du Gay, 2005) as bureaucratic entities, 
typically unresponsive, unaccountable, opaque and inefficient; focusing on process 
and procedure rather than service delivery or client responsiveness (Armbruster, 
2005; Ingraham, 2005).  Subsequent New Labour administrations continued to draw 
on the rhetoric associaWHGZLWK130WRLQIRUPWKHLURZQGLVFRXUVHVRIµUHIRUPHG
PDQDJHULDOLVP¶&XWOHUDQG:DLQHSWKURXJKWKHµPRGHUQLVDWLRQ¶
agenda, essentially a continuation of the NPM change narrative, with some minor 
modifications (Dawson and Dargie, 2002). This discursive shift has prevailed and 
arguably intensified with the election of the Conservative-LibDem coalition 
government in 2010, apparently bent on LQWHQVLI\LQJµreform¶particularly through the 
PHDQVRIµHIILFLHQF\VDYLQJV¶DQGEXGJHWDU\FRQWURO 
 
TKHµUHIRUP¶GLVFRXUVHVRXWOLQHGDERYHKDYH been in clear evidence in the local 
government context with numerous observers suggesting that the form and very 
existence of local government has been under serious threat (Walker and Boyne, 
2006; Chandler, 2007; du Gay, 2005; Flynn, 1995). As Orr (2005, p. 373) suggests, 
µWKHFRQVHQVXDOYLHZZLWKLQDFDGHPLFFRPPHQWDU\LVWKDWORFDOJRYHUQPHQWLQ%ULWDLQ
KDVEHHQWKHVXEMHFWRISURIRXQGFKDQJHLQWKHODVW\HDUV¶In this context of 
change and change rhetoric,  the HR function in local government, in common with 
other functions, has faced continuous review and  unprecedented change with 
reduced resources, increased decentralisation, pressures for outsourcing, and to 
offer shared services (Harris, 2007) all contributing to a demand for the 
µWUDQVIRUPDWLRQ¶RIWKHIXQFWLRQ 
 
+RZHYHUWKHGLVFRXUVHVRISXEOLFVHFWRUµUHIRUP¶DUHFDULFDWXUHGRQHWKLQJLVFOHDU
there have been material consequences for how professionals who work in the 
public sector are required to perform and construct their identities, through the 
discourses on which they might be encouraged or exhorted to draw as they go about 
their roles.  If we accept 'DYLHV¶FODLPWKDWQHZPDQDJHULDOLVPUHTXLUHVD
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reconsideration of the role and significance of the professional in the public sector, 
inYROYLQJµthe most significant shift in the discursive construction of professional 
SUDFWLFHDQGSURIHVVLRQDOUHVSRQVLELOLW\WKDWDQ\RIXVZLOOHYHUH[SHULHQFH¶S
WKHQFOHDUO\WKLVµVKLIW¶DQGWKHLGHQtity work it demands, merits investigation.  
 
The new professional and managerial subjectivities for public service professionals 
FUHDWHGWKURXJKµUHIRUP¶GLVFRXUVHV0LOOHUGX*D\+DOIRUGDQG/HRQDUG
1999; Whitehead and Moodley 1999; Barry et alDUHGHVLJQHGWRµLQFXOFDWH
new attitudes, values, priorities and self-XQGHUVWDQGLQJV¶7KRPDVDQG'DYLHV
p. 685). However, managerially inspired discourses, including discourses of and 
DVVRFLDWHGZLWKµUHIRUP¶FDQUDUHO\EHDOO-pervasive in their effects (Clegg, 1994; 
Humphreys and Brown, 2002b; Willmott, 2005). Newman (2002) has suggested that 
tensions can arise as old and new discourses coexist during reform programmes, 
and +DOIRUGDQG/HRQDUGSRLQWRXWWKDWZKLOVWWKHµQHZPDQDJHULDOLVW¶
GLVFRXUVHPLJKWEHIORXULVKLQJDFURVVWKHSXEOLFVHFWRUµLWKDVQRWWRWDOO\GLVSODFHG
other frameworks of understanding about public sector work and organization¶S
116).  
The extension of managerial prerogatives and organizational controls in the public 
sector may be cast as a challenge to the autonomy, legitimacy and power of 
professional groups (Currie et al, 2009) whose discourses of professional legitimacy 
typically draw on the notion of technical competence and independent judgement 
(Orr and Vince, 2009). Yet tKLVSRWHQWLDOµFKDOOHQJH¶WRSURIHVVLRQDO-identified groups 
may also represent an opportunity for the HR function, particularly given the potential 
managerial alignment of HRM discourses. The question of whether those in the HR 
functiRQDUHDEOHWRGHSOR\µDSSURSULDWH¶GLVFRXUVHVGXULQJWKLVµWUDQVIRUPDWLRQ¶IURP
µROG¶WRµQHZ¶SXEOLFVHFWRUDVDPHDQVRIOHJLWLPL]LQJWKHIXQFWLRQFRQVWLWXWHVD
particular focus for this study. 
 
1.1+50DQG+5µSURIHVVLRQDOLVP¶ 
A parallel shift has occurred in the discourses which surround the construction and 
SUDFWLFHRIWKHSHRSOHPDQDJHPHQWSURIHVVLRQDOUHIOHFWLQJDPRYHIURPµWUDGLWLRQDO
SHUVRQQHOPDQDJHPHQW¶730WR+XPDQ5HVRXUFH0DQDJHPHQW+50. HRM is 
considered here as a discursive socio-cultural artefact (Keenoy 1999, p. 5; Keenoy, 
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2009, 455), and a process which is continuously performed through discourse 
-DQVVHQVDQG6WH\DHUWS$OWKRXJKLWKDVEHFRPHWKHµGRPLQDQW
GLVFRXUVHRIFKRLFHIRUHPSOR\PHQWPDQDJHPHQW¶LQorganizations, (Keenoy, 2009, 
SDFKLHYLQJµXQSDUDOOHOHGVXFFHVVDVDGLVFRXUVHRIFKDQJH¶'HOEULGJHDQG
Keenoy, 2010), what constitutes HRM might be considered as an ongoing project.  
Within such a project, we might conclude, there is the potential for multiple shifting 
competing and contingent identities and a range of possible culturally situated 
meanings (Keenoy, 2009).   
 
Yet recent and current HRM literature has been overwhelmingly dominated by one 
particular discursive formation (Foucault, 1980) premised RQDQµHFRQRPLFORJLF¶
Both academic and practitioner literature has been characterised as narrow and 
technocratic, prescriptive, functionalist and uncritical, and resistant to dissenting 
voices (Watson, 2004; Keegan and Boselie, 2006; Janssens and Steyaert, 2009). In 
this guise, HRM is constructed as a decidedly managerialist project, operating within 
a unitarist framework and oriented towards the needs of employers rather than any 
other stakeholder groups (Alvesson, 2009; Marchington, 2008). Thus broader 
ethical, social and political concerns which populated the discourse of TPM have 
been marginalised in favour of a concern for contribution to organizational 
SHUIRUPDQFHWKURXJKDµVWUDWHJLF¶RULHQWDWLRQ$OYHVVRQ)UDQFLVDQG.HHJDQ
2006; Keenoy, 2009; Keegan and Francis, 2010; Marchington, 2008; Pritchard, 
2010). 
The strategic and performance orientated configuration of HRM has proven 
UHPDUNDEO\UHVLOLHQWDQGSRZHUIXOLQPDUJLQDOLVLQJQRWRQO\µROG¶SHUVRQQHOWDONEXW
also other discursive versions of HRM such as the µVRIW¶YHUVLRQZLWKDJUHDWHU
FRQFHUQIRUHPSOR\HHFRPPLWPHQWDQGGHYHORSPHQWDOKXPDQLVPµKHDUWVDQGPLQGV¶
(see for example, Truss et al, 1997) has WRDOOLQWHQWVGLVDSSHDUHGDVWKHµKDUG¶
version, focused on performance and output in economic terms alone has prevailed 
(Legge, 2005; Lupton, 2000; Delbridge and Keenoy, 2010). Thus strategy has 
HPHUJHGDVWKHµLGHRORJLFDOO\LPSULQWHGYHUVLRQ¶RIZKDWJRHVRQ$OYHVVRQS
57)ZLWKWKHDFKLHYHPHQWRIµFRPSHWLWLYHDGYDQWDJH¶FRQFHLved as the primary focus 
RI+5ZRUNWKURXJKµDGGLQJYDOXH¶LQWHUPVZKLFKDUHDSSURYHGRIE\PDQDJHPHQW
(Ulrich and Brockbank, 2005). The preoccupation of HRM literature for the past 20 
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years has been to identify a causal relationship between the policies and practices of 
HRM and organizational performance. The definitive establishment of such a link, 
.HHQR\VXJJHVWVPLJKWOHJLWLPL]HWKHµVWUDWHJLF¶DQGSURIHVVLRnal claims of 
the HR function, without which it might be reduced to an administrative support 
IXQFWLRQµRITXHVWLRQDEOHOHJLWLPDF\¶SHYLGHQWO\IXQFWLRQVODEHOOHGDV
µDGPLQLVWUDWLYH¶DQGµVXSSRUW¶DUHRITXHVWLRQDEOHorganizational value. 
Thus the identity project of the HR function is set by the regime of truth constituted 
within this privileged discursive version of HRM: it shapes the appropriate and 
desirable identity of the function (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002) and disciplines the 
possibilities for action of HR practitioners (Brown and Coupland, 2005). This ideal 
HR identity has predominantly been constructed through WKHµVWUDWHJLFEXVLQHVV
SDUWQHU¶UROH:ULJKW3ULWFKDUG.HHJDQDQG)UDQFLV$VDVRXUFH
of identification it constitutes a particularly seductive ontology (Whitehead, 2001) 
offering as it does the promise of parity and integration with managers, of a strategic 
and business identity (and therefore legitimacy) of the function. The role cements the 
allegiance between HR and management objectives, and thereby represents an 
attractive legitimizing identity for both individual HR practitioners and for the function 
(Caldwell, 2003; Brown et al, 2004). Some authors (e.g. Guest and King, 2004; 
Harris, 2007) have suggested that the discursive shift to this more managerially-
aligned servicing role removes inherent tensions in balancing the employment 
relationship previously faced by HR professionals (Francis  and Keegan, 2006). No 
longer µYLFWLPVRIDPELJXLW\¶FDXJKWEHWZHHQFDSLWDOLVPDQGSDWULDUFK\ (Legge, 
2005), the business partnering HR practitioner apparently pursues a 
straightforwardly unitarist agenda, untroubled by previous concerns for employee 
wellbeing. Such claims may attribute an excessive muscularity to this unitarist 
discourse, and may fail to acknowledge the resistance of practitioners to this 
particular discursive formation of HRM. This study aims to explore this phenomenon, 
and whether alternative discursive resources are drawn upon to construct µlegitimate¶ 
selves. 
 
)RU+5SURIHVVLRQDOVWKHQWKHSDUDOOHOGLVFRXUVHVRIµQHZPDQDJHULDOLVP¶DQG
µKXPDQUHVRXUFHPDQDJHPHQW¶PD\RIIHUUHVRXUFHVE\ZKLFKWKHLULGHQWLW\LV
FRQVWUXFWHG'DYLHVDQG7KRPDVVXJJHVWWKDWWKHµFUDIWLQJRIWKHVHOI¶ZKLFK
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RFFXUVZLWKLQWKHGLVFXUVLYHILHOGµSURGXFHVPHDQLQJVDQGVXEMHFWLYLWLHVWKDWDUH
contradictory, cRQWHVWHGDQGFODVKLQJ¶S)RU+XPSKUH\VDQG%URZQLW
LVWKHH[LVWHQFHRIFRPSHWLQJGLVFRXUVHVZKLFKHQVXUHVWKDWµVRFLDOL]DWLRQLQWRDQ\
RQHGLVFRXUVHLVQHYHUFRPSOHWH¶S,WLVWKis very possibility of choice in 
situations where multiple and contradictory identities are available through a range of 
competing discourses which offers scope for studying the ways in which the 
discourses of HRM and NPM are appropriated, transformed, adapted, subverted and 
reinscribed, as individuals evaluate the contradictions and tensions they experience 
in reconciling the potential consequences of dominant discourses for their own 
identity performance. 
1.2 Contribution of the thesis 
This thesis is intended to contribute both theoretically and empirically to the 
questions of the identity, position and role of the HR function, both in a broad sense 
and in the specific context of the public sector and of local government in particular, 
from the perspective of the HR practitioners themselves.  This research aims to 
µGHQDWXUDOL]H¶WKHWDNHQ-for-granted axioms associated with HRM and public sector 
reform through calling into question the way in which such discursive prescriptions 
have become dominant, (Delbridge and Keenoy, 2010). It also investigates how HR 
practitioners in local government deploy, rewrite and resist such discourses in the 
pursuit of crafting legitimate, workable and palatable individual and collective identity 
narratives. In the context of the Gershon review of public sector efficiency (2004) and 
its legacy of the imperative to identify and reduce µEDFNRIILFH¶activity through 
µWUDQVIRUPDWLRQ¶ORFDOJRYHUQPHQW+5LVSDUWLFXODUO\XQGHUSUHVVXUHWRGHPRQVWUDWH
KRZLWµDGGVYDOXH¶,QDSHULRGZKHUH+5LVEHLQJFDOOHGWRDFFRXQWRYHUWKH
efficiency and effectiveness of the function, it is particularly apposite to consider how 
HR practitioners take sense from and give meaning to the numerous discourses 
which are prescribing the ways in which they are required to perform.  
Despite an extensive literature surrounding Human Resource Management (HRM), 
examining both prescriptive and descriptive models, the philosophies which underpin 
them, the enactment and practice of HRM, and the potential effects on employees 
and firm performance, much less has been written about HR practitioners 
themselves.  Where this literature does exist, it has tended to focus on the 
FRPSHWHQFLHVUHTXLUHGE\+5µSURIHVVLRQDOV¶HJ)DUQGDOH)DUQGDOHDQG
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Brewster, 2005), the differences between the role of HR practitioners in the public 
and private sectors (Lupton and Shaw, 2001), or the role, influence, position or 
contribution of the HR function in organizations, (e.g. Legge, 1978; Storey, 1992; 
Ulrich, 1997; Harris, 2002; Ulrich and Brockbank, 2005).  Few have focused on the  
identity of HR practitioners, or the ways in which the multiple discourses evident in 
the personnel/HRM literature inform the individual and collective identity construction 
of those working in the profession. A recent exception is Pritchard (2010) who has 
focused on the narrative identity of the HR practitioner, identifying this lens as novel 
and calling for more research to be undertaken in a similar vein to explore the 
identity work undertaken by those in the role. This thesis aims to offer such a 
contribution. 
(TXDOO\WKHµWH[WVFDSH¶RI+50.HHQR\DQG2VZLFN4) has been dominated by 
managerialist prescriptions which author a particular narrative of organizational life. 
Numerous authors have identified the need for a more critical perspective on HRM 
(Steyaert and Janssens, 1999; Keegan and Francis, 2007; Boulton and Houlihan, 
2007; Janssens and Steyaert, 2009; Delbridge and Keenoy, 2010), calling for greater 
reflexivity on the part of HRM scholars, a focus beyond the µeconomic contribution¶ 
debates, a broader consideration of how the role and identity of the HR function are 
SHUIRUPHGDQGDQµXQPDVNLQJ¶RIWKHQRVWUXPVZLWKZKLFK+50LVXQGHUSLQQHG 
Additionally, whilst there is a plethora of literature surrounding public sector reform 
both in the UK and worldwide, and the many initiatives which have sought to 
µWUDQVIRUP¶WKHVHFWRUXQGHUVXFFHVVLYH*RYHUQPHQWVµVFDQWDWWHQWLRQ¶%URZQ
2004, p.304) has been paid to the specific field of HRM in the public sector, or to the 
comparison of managerial practices in the public and private sectors in the UK 
(Boyne et al, 1999; Gould-Williams, 2004).  Where this literature does exist, it has a 
tendency to consider the appropriateness of traditional public sector HR practices 
and philosophies for achieving Government-driven change, and the suitability of new 
DSSURDFKHVWR+50µLPSRUWHG¶IURPWKHSULYDWHVHFWRU7KHFRQVHTXHQFHVIRUWKRVH
in the HR function of the shift from discourses of traditional public sector personnel 
management to a new HRM-informed rhetoric have largely been overlooked.   
Benwell and Stokoe (2006, p.31) believe that identities are inscribed in available 
GLVFRXUVHV\HWOLWWOHUHVHDUFKKDVEHHQFRQGXFWHGLQWRWKHFRQVXPSWLRQRIWKHµQHZ¶
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HRM discourses by those working in public sector HRM functions. There are multiple 
and competing discourses surrounding both public sector reform and HRM, including 
the professional identity of the occupation, many of which suggest a rejection of 
SUHYLRXVO\DYDLODEOHGLVFRXUVHVRIIHULQJDQHZµZD\RI representing the order of 
WKLQJV¶%HQZHOODQG6WRNRHS+DOIRUGDQG/HRQDUGVXJJHVWWKDW
the nature of the changes to the content of work in the public sector has clearly 
affected the identity of public sector employees, and that whilsWWKHµQHZ
PDQDJHULDOLVP¶ZKLFKSUHYDLOVKDVFRQVWUXFWHGµQHZIRUPVRILGHQWLW\¶IRUSXEOLF
VHFWRUVWDIIµLGHQWLWLHVFDQQRWPHUHO\EHµUHDGRII¶IURPDJLYHQFRQWH[WEXWWDNH
many forms and may encompass individual practices of modification and resistancH¶
S:KLOVWWKHUHLVHPSLULFDOHYLGHQFHRIKRZWKHGLVFRXUVHVRIµ1HZ3XEOLF
0DQDJHPHQW¶DQGµ0RGHUQLVDWLRQ¶PD\EHGHPDQGLQJLGHQWLW\ZRUN'X*D\
on the part of public sector workers (e.g. Thomas and Davies, 2005), there is a lack 
of reseDUFKRQKRZERWKWKHµHSRFKDO¶GLVFRXUVHRISXEOLFVHFWRUUHIRUP'X*D\
2003; 2004) and the discourses of HRM are consumed, modified, deployed and 
resisted as discursive identity resources by HR practitioners. Thomas and Davies 
(2005) suggest that the liWHUDWXUHRQSXEOLFVHFWRUUHIRUPKDVODFNHGDµQXDQFHGDQG
HPSLULFDOO\LQIRUPHG¶XQGHUVWDQGLQJRIKRZWKHGLVFRXUVHRIµQHZSXEOLF
PDQDJHPHQW¶KDVEHHQUHFHLYHGDSSURSULDWHGDQGWUDQVIRUPHGE\LQGLYLGXDOSXEOLF
service professionals, with insufficient attHQWLRQµSDLGWRWKHOLYHGH[SHULHQFHVRI
public service professionals, despite a central tenet of the NPM discourse being the 
SURPRWLRQRIQHZSURIHVVLRQDODQGPDQDJHULDOVXEMHFWLYLWLHV¶S. This thesis 
DLPVWRRIIHUDMXVWVXFKDµQXDQFHGDQGHPSLULFDOO\LQIRUPHG¶FRQWULEXWLRQE\
considering the identity construction of those working in the HR function in English 
local government. 
1.3 Aims and objectives of the thesis  
The aim of this research is therefore to explore the ways in which human resources 
(HR) practitioners in local government consume, resist, re-inscribe and deploy the 
GLVFRXUVHVDVVRFLDWHGZLWKSXEOLFVHFWRUµUHIRUP¶DQGKXPDQUHVRXUFHPDQDJHPHQW
(HRM) as they discursively construct their identity in talk and interaction. 
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Drawing on 47 interviews conducted with local government HR employees from 5 
authorities in the UK Midlands, and employing a critical discourse analytic approach, 
the research considers specifically the following research questions: 
1. How are the discourses of public sectRUµUHIRUP¶GUDZQRQDVLGHQWLW\
resources in talk? 
2. How are the discourses of HRM and HR professionalism deployed in identity 
construction in talk and interaction?  
3. How is discursive legitimacy claimed for the HR function?  
4. How is resistance to the dominant discourses performed discursively? 
5. How do HR practitioners make sense of and give meaning to ideas about who 
DQGKRZWKH\VKRXOGEHDV+5µSURIHVVLRQDOV¶" 
The intention of the research is to understand as much to explain (Kornberger and 
Brown, 2007), and to allow the issues of reconciling potentially competing and 
divergent discourses in the authoring of self-narratives to emerge through participant 
talk. 
1.4 Structure of the thesis 
The thesis is structured as follows: this first chapter introduces the key concepts of 
relevance to the research as well as outlining the organizational and theoretical 
context, and the contribution of the thesis to both scholarship and practice. The 
literature review which follows in chapter 2 considers in greater detail the key 
academic and practitioner debates around issues of public sector reform, identity 
and resistance, and HRM and the role and identity of the HR function. The final 
section of this chapter considers more closely the literature specific to the UK Local 
Government context within which the research is located, and particularly the nature 
of the successive reforms to which it has been subject in the past 30 years. In 
chapter 3 I outline the philosophical framework which informs the research, before 
offering a detailed account of the research methods and the nature of the research 
undertaken in chapter 4. In chapters 5-7 I offer my analysis of the research, 
organised around the themes of HRM/ business talk, old and new public sector talk, 
DQGJHQGHU7KHµILQGLQJV¶RIWKHUHVHDUFKDUHGLVFXVVHGLQFKDSWHU8, before I 
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conclude in chapter 9 by revisiting the aims, key findings and contribution of the 
research, as well as the limitations and avenues for potential future research. 
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2. Literature Review 
This chapter develops the concepts outlined in the introduction which are of 
relevance to this research. Divided into three main sections, each section aims to 
adopt a discursive perspective and focus on the body of literature in question. Firstly, 
it considers the broad context of the public sector, and the discursive trends 
DVVRFLDWHGZLWKµUHIRUP¶. Secondly, it considers the concepts of identity and 
resistance, and particularly how they might be achieved discursively. Finally, it 
evaluates the constructions of HRM and the HR function, and the problems and 
WHQVLRQVIDFLQJ+5SUDFWLWLRQHUVDVWKH\VHHNWRHVWDEOLVKµSURIHVVLRQDO¶OHJLWLPDF\  
2.1 Public Sector µReform¶: New Public Management, Modernisation and the 
µNew Managerialism¶ 
The terms µNew Public Management¶ (NPM), Modernisation and µthe new 
managerialism¶ refer broadly to the set of Government-inspired reforms which have 
abounded in public sector environments in the past three decades.   
$FFRUGLQJWR)O\QQWKHWHUPµUHIRUP¶PD\HQFRPSDVVDUDQJHRIFKDQJHs, 
IURPµminor adjustments to management arrangements, to fundamental changes in 
RZQHUVKLSJRYHUQDQFHDQGPDQDJHPHQW¶S7KHQarratives of change which 
have prevailed in the public sector during this era have tended to fall into the latter 
category, FKDUDFWHULVHGE\DQµHSRFKDOLVWEHQW¶'X*D\DQGWRIRFXVRQ the 
inevitability of large scale and comprehensive change (Diefenbach, 2007; 2009), and 
WKHDEVROXWHQHFHVVLW\RIVXFKµUHIRUP¶IRUWKHYHU\VXUYLYDORIWKHVHFWRU0XFKRIWKH
literature on public sector and local authority change has been characterised by 
cataclysmic language, with a dominance in academic commentary of literature 
drawing on discourses of threat, crisis and the end of consensus (Bevir and Rhodes, 
2003).  
 
In addition to VXFKµHSRFKDO¶REVHUYDWLRQV, academic debate surrounding public 
sector reform has tended to draw on discourses of distinctiveness, of contrast, and of 
difference, emphasizing, for example, the distinctive nature of the public sector (e.g. 
Du Gay, 2000), contrasting the outmoded bureaucratic style of administration with 
WKHGHVLUDEOHµPRGHUQL]HG¶SXEOLFVHFWRUSULQFLSDOO\UHSUHVHQWHGE\WKHFRQWUDVW
EHWZHHQZKDWKDVEHHQWHUPHGµROGSXEOLFDGPLQLVWUDWLRQ¶DQGµQHZSXEOLF
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PDQDJHPHQW¶'XQOHDY\DQG+RRG94), and highlighting difference between µROG¶
public sector and the desirable features of the private sector (see Boyne, 2002 for a 
GLVFXVVLRQRIWKHOLWHUDWXUHRQVXFKµGLIIHUHQFHV¶7KHHPSKDVLVKDVEHHQRQELQDU\
and polarised positions, on homogeneity within and heterogeneity between sectors. 
Thus the discursive battle lines in public sector reform have been drawn in polarised 
terms: between old and new; between administration and management; between 
bureaucracy with all its associated features and connotations, and the private sector-
emulating, efficient, effective, performance- and output-orientated organization. 
+RZHYHUWKHHPSKDVLVRQµKRPRJHQHLW\ZLWKLQ¶DQGµGLIIHUHQFHEHWZHHQ¶LQKHUHQWLQ
such analyses may have failed to capture the complexity of discourses at play in the 
public sector. Orr and Vince (2009) for example suggest that far from being a unified 
homogeneous organizational entity, English local government is constituted by a 
µPHODQJHRIYRLFHVLQWHUHVWVDQGDVVXPSWLRQVDERXWKRZWRRUganize, prioritize and 
PRELOL]HDFWLRQ¶S7KLVPHODQJHRIYRLFHVRUµKHWHURJORVVLD¶%DNKWLQ
SURYLGHVDULFKFRQWH[WZLWKLQZKLFKWRFRQVLGHUKRZµUHIRUP¶GLVFRXUVHVDUHSOD\HG
out. 
The terms NPM and µmodernisation¶1 allude to the series of initiatives and underlying 
principles which have involved a move away from a dominance in the public sector 
of professional (rather than managerial) power and privilege (Winchester and Bach, 
1995, in Farnham and Giles, 1996); a rejection of the values of the µold 
administration¶, and an associated problematisation of the bureaucratic principles 
and practices focusing on process and procedure (Ingraham, 2005) which were seen 
to perpetuate it.  It requires an embracing of the µmanagerialist enterprise¶ of the 
private sector, turning Government, as employers, into a µbusiness¶, and creating 
µconsumer-responsive¶ public services (Vickers and Kouzmin, 2001).  The 
                                                          
1
 Whilst NPM has been associated with conservative government reforms from 1979-WKHµ0RGHUQLVLQJ
*RYHUQPHQW¶ZKLWHSDSHUSXEOLVKHGLQUHSUHVHQWVWKHSULRULWLHVRIWKHVXEVHTXHQW1HZ/DERXU
governments.  New Labour did  not seek to distance itself from the previous emphasis on augmenting managerial 
control, and continued to pursue change in the public sector with a strongly managerialist agenda coalescing 
DURXQGDGLVFRXUVHRIµPRGHUQLVDWLRQ¶&XWOHr and Waine, 2000) effectively  representing a continuity between 
their approach and what had gone before in all but name. Boyne et al (2001) suggested that the New Labour 
*RYHUQPHQW¶VDJHQGDIRUFKDQJHLQWKHSXEOLFVHFWRUPLJKWEHµDVSUHVFULSWLYHDVWKDt imposed under the 
&RQVHUYDWLYHV¶S 
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aspirations of NPM and Modernisation initiatives have espouse the introduction of 
devolution, delegation and flexibility, in an attempt to enhance the performance of 
the sector, although Philpott (2004) suggests that mere lip-service is paid to these 
ideals, and that the government approach still embodies top-down command and 
control.  The increased requirement for transparency and accountability, a focus on 
performance and the achievement of targets (sometimes mutually incompatible), of 
(increasingly) rigorous discipline and parsimony in resource allocation (Hood, 1991) 
has engendered a commensurate increase in the requirement for evidential 
documentation and work intensification (Philpott, 2004) which is potentially at odds 
with the concurrent demand for greater efficiency and responsiveness from public 
services. The remainder of this section of the literature considers the main features 
RIWKHµUHIRUP¶HQGHDYRXUVRIUHOHYDQFHWRWKLVUHVHDUFKDQGSDUWLFXODUO\WKH
initiatives or trends which suggest a need for identity work on the part of public 
sector employees. 
2.1.1 De-professionalization: the µManagerialization¶ of the Public Sector 
Central to all the reforms in both early and subsequent forms of NPM/Modernisation 
is the notion of managerialization: a shift towards managerial forms of organizational 
co-ordination (Clarke et al, 2000)DQGDZD\IURPµSURIHVVLRQDO¶GRPLQDQFHRIWKH
public sector. A key feature claimed by reform narratives, for example, has been the 
decentralization of both budgetary and personal authority to line managers 
(Dunleavy and Hood, 1994; Mountfield, 1997). Despite claims of the apolitical nature 
of the NPM framework, µallowing many different values to be pursued effectively¶ 
(Hood, 1991, p.8), Osborne et al (1995) suggest that early reforms introduced an 
entirely new level of commitment to rationalist models of management practice and 
organizational change than had previously been seen in the public sector.  
 This managerialization of the public sector, establishing the right of managers to 
direct, co-ordinate and run its organizations (Clarke et al, 2000), was accompanied 
by a systematic introduction of managerialism. Some claim this managerialism was 
deployed in an attempt to subordinate or suppress the professional dominance which 
previously characterised the public sector context, in favour of more µeconomic¶ 
forms of judgement (for example Clarke et al, 2000;Dawson and Dargie, 2002; 
Newman, 2002). This managerialism represents a generic ideology (Pollitt, 1993; 
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Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2004), but is characterized by the belief that public sector 
organizations can achieve their goals through the application of appropriate 
management techniques, rather than through a reliance on professional knowledge, 
judgement or discretion, and an associated professional/public sector ethos.  These 
management techniques are inevitably encapsulated within a normative set of 
expectations, values and beliefs, privileging and prescribing not only WKHµright to 
PDQDJH¶, but RIWHQµhow WRPDQDJH¶&ODUNHHWDOLWDOLFVDGGHG), whether this 
be articulated through the µ9DOXHIRU0oney (VfM)¶(¶Vof economy, efficiency, and 
effectiveness, WKH&¶V± µFKDOOHQJHFRPSDUHFRQVXOWFRPSHWH¶) of Best Value 
(BV), or some alternative formation of governmental priorities. 
Management may be presented as a Fayol-esque set of technical activities or 
principles, as a preoccupation with the achievement of a particular set of outcomes 
or goals, or as a particular µtoolkit¶ associated with certain applications of 
management (perhaps here including Human Resource Management-HRM). 
However, it may also be considered as a political activity, despite the veil of 
managerial neutrality often claimed, and which Clarke et al (2000) suggest is 
espoused by managerialism as an ideology.  Far from representing neutrality, some 
writers (e.g. Parker, 2002) suggest that managerialism represents a µnew religion¶, a 
form of thought and activity which is limiting and dangerous, and which µis being 
used to justify considerable cruelty and inequality¶ (p.9). Whether or not we accept 
3DUNHU¶VFULWLFDOFRQGHPQDWLRQRIWKHIODZVRIPDQDJerialism, it is difficult to condone 
the notion that management and managerialism are neutral, suffused as they are 
µwith value-laden choices and influenced by broader ideologies¶ (Pollitt and 
Bouckaert, 2004, p.14). ThHVHµEURDGHULGHRORJLHV¶DUHOLNHO\Wo be dominated by the 
political initiatives, imperatives, whims and fads which define the priorities of 
successive governments, and which are enshrined within the particular discursive 
IRUPDWLRQVE\ZKLFKWKH\DUWLFXODWHWKHLUµYLVLRQ¶IRUWKHSXEOLFVHFWRU7KLVµGLVFXUVLYH¶
SHUVSHFWLYHRQPDQDJHULDOLVPDQGµUHIRUP¶LVGHYHORSHGQH[W 
2.1.2 A discursive perspective on managerialism 
In refusing to alight upon a µsingle, stipulative definition of what public management 
really is¶, Pollitt and Bouckaert (2004, p.13) reject µsemantic imperialism¶ as being out 
of fashion in the post-linguistic turn research era.  Yet in the extent to which it 
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privileges certain discourses and language over others, the µimperialism of 
management¶ (Parker, 2002, p.11) also brings with it a semantic imperialism. 
Language may not simply reflect reality (Gergen, 1994), but may also be actively 
engaged in the constitution of reality (Learmonth, 2005).  When one discourse is 
privileged over another, inevitably there are consequences for those for whom 
positions are created within that discourse.  The discourse of management 
represents such a discourse. 
Pollitt and Bouckaert (2004) believe that the rhetoric of managerial improvement can 
become a µcommunity of discourse¶, with its own logic, vocabulary and internal 
momentum.  This managerialist discourse constitutes hierarchies of knowledge and 
expertise, legitimising a reordering of power relationships within organizations and 
between their stakeholders (Newman, 2002). Within this discourse µreform¶ and 
µmodernisation¶ are constituted as moving forward to a better position, from a 
previous, inferior position (Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2004). New discursive formations 
are constantly being articulated alongside the more orthodox discourses associated 
with managerialism of efficiency, quality and consumerism (Newman, 2002) in order 
to serve the interests of the speakers. Distinctions are made, for example, between 
µBest Value¶ (BV) and µValue for Money¶ (VfM), where BV assesses quantity and 
quality of services, but also, apparently, µcontribution to the well being of the 
community¶ (Halachmi and Montgomery, 2000, p.394). Value, quality and 
performance are constructed in a way which suggests some objectivity is inherent in 
these notions, rather than being subject to dynamic, individual perceptions (Halachmi 
and Montgomery, 2000).  
Two critiques offered by Hood (1991) have focused on reform as a largely discursive 
project, summarising the advent of new managerialism and NPM as being µall hype 
and no substance¶, with little having changed other than the public language of 
senior managers (p.9); and as being a self-serving movement, drawing on that very 
public language, designed to promote the career interests of an elite group of µnew 
managerialists¶, at the expense, perhapsRIWKHSUHYLRXVO\GRPLQDQWµSURIHVVLRQDO
FDGUH¶LQWKHSXEOLFVHFWRU   
+RZHYHUWKLVFKDUDFWHULVDWLRQRIµUHIRUP¶WDONDVDVLPSOHVFULSWZKLFKFDQEH
acquired and deployed in the pursuit of power and legitimacy may constitute an 
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oversimplification of the complexities of the discourses of NPM/Modernisation. This 
notion is expanded in the next section. 
2.1.3 Conflicts and contradictions within NPM/Modernisation 
A number of commentators have identified a range of potential conflicts 
(µcontradictory imperatives¶; Levy, 2003, p555; Diefenbach, 2009), not to say 
incommensurabilities, that is, irreconcilable and mutually exclusive perspectives and 
demands, inherent within the discourses of NPM,  which may prove problematic for 
public servants attempting to translate the rhetoric into realities of practice.  
Disparities may exist between the potency of the language of NPM (and the extent to 
which its successes are publicly extolled) and the realities of the actual freedoms 
and potential for success available to public servants (Newman, 2000). Additionally, 
during the period of µreform¶, and potentially for some time to come, the µold¶, 
embedded yet degraded discourse of public administration will co-exist alongside the 
µnew¶, privileged discourse of public management (Newman, 2002). Successive 
iterations of and initiatives associated with NPM/Modernisation have claimed to offer 
autonomy and flexibilLW\ZLWKLQWKHSXEOLFVHFWRUµHnablLQJ¶ public servants to be 
innovative, and entrepreneurial. Yet at the same time these claims have been 
accompanied by systems of supervision, inspection and central control which seek to 
ensure that activities are monitored and performance targets are achieved (Du Gay, 
2000; Newman, 2000; Newman, 2002; Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2004). This central 
control and µtop-down¶ monitoring is claimed as representing a µnew¶ regime which 
removes the old bureaucratic impediments to modernisation (Newman, 2000), yet 
which represents a tight and restrictive µSHUIRUPDQFHPDQDJHPHQW¶FRQWH[W.   
Somewhat counter-intuitively, professional judgement and local discretion are 
espoused in the pursuit of devolution and deregulation alongside these Neo-Taylorist 
forms of measurement and monitoring (Dawson and Dargie, 2000; Newman, 2000).  
The µnew¶ public servants are encouraged to be risk-takers, whilst simultaneously 
becoming more accountable, their previously valued anonymity and impartiality 
having been removed as ministers µdelegate¶ responsibility (Mountfield, 1997; Du 
Gay, 2000). Enhanced service provision and customer responsiveness are 
encouraged, while spending excesses are curbed, and costs pared to a minimum 
(Upchurch et al, 2008). Short-term efficiencies are achieved without detriment to the 
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long-term strategic outcomes required (Newman, 2000).  Public services are no 
longer characterised by monolithic, centralised institutions, but constituted of small, 
local, decentralised, semi-autonomous units; whilst simultaneously achieving a co-
ordinated, µjoined-up¶ service to citizens (Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2004). 
These conflicts and contradictions may present challenges and difficulties for the 
public servants required to make sense of them, and may underline the extent to 
which NPM represents a chimera. They may be typical of the conflicts inherent in 
large parts of the private sector, the model for much of NPM reform, where the 
challenge is to reconcile the diverse and often contradictory needs of discrete 
stakeholders groups. They may alternatively constitute mere rhetoric marshalled to 
legitimise µreform¶ and to curry the favour of public opinion.   
Of particular interest is the µOLYHGH[SHULHQFH¶RISXEOLFVHUYLFH employees as they 
DWWHPSWWRQDYLJDWHWKHPXOWLSOHDQGFRPSHWLQJQDUUDWLYHVRIµUHIRUP¶DQGWRUHFRQFLOH
them in the context of the apparently conflicting and incommensurate discourses of 
old public administration which pre-date them (Newman, 2002; Thomas and Davies, 
2005).  This is considered next. 
2.1.4 Reinventing µPublic Servants¶ 
Despite the promotion of new professional and managerial subjectivities, Thomas 
and Davies (2005) suggest that the literature on NPM has lacked a µnuanced and 
empirically informed¶ understanding of how the discourse of NPM has been received, 
appropriated and transformed by individual public service professionals.  Pollitt and 
Bouckaert (2004, p.17) for example, propose a model of NPM which identifies 4 
levels at which reform occurs, including µManagerial¶ and µPrimary Work µ levels. Yet 
nowhere in their otherwise comprehensive text do they appear to account for the 
consumption, reinscription and enactment of NPM discourse by individual 
employees.  They suggest that configurations of the NPM ideology will vary 
according to local political forces, but no account is taken of public servants in 
constructing that configuration; they suggest that the rhetoric of managerial 
improvement can become a  µcommunity of discourse¶, with its own logic, vocabulary 
and internal momentum¶ (p. 18), although the only role for public servants, other than 
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that of passive consumers or recipients of this discourse, is to µlearn as they go 
along¶, possibly leading to µshifts of strategy¶.   
Du Gay (2000a) suggests that the type of strategic and organizational intervention 
proposed by NPM, in whatever form, depends upon meaning at the individual and 
collective level for their effective operation, and should therefore be considered as 
cultural or discursive practices.  Employees are both the object of reform, and the 
means by which it can occur (Pratchett and Wingfield, 1996), and will both ascribe 
meaning to and derive meaning from the discourses with which they are presented.  
The enactment of NPM will be mediated by both context and individual agency, and 
the range of different subject positions available (Thomas and Davies, 2005) 
We may therefore, as Du Gay (1996) proposes, consider NPM as an µidentity 
project¶, privileging a particular µethic of personhood¶ which is embedded in its 
programmes (Du Gay, 2000b, p.75). There is clear evidence that a particular set of 
values, competencies and qualities are required of the New Public Servant. NPM 
involves µmaking up new ways for people to be¶ (Du Gay, 2000b). Employees are 
required to manifest µsurface displays of the µright¶ feeling¶ (Vickers and Kouzmin, 
2001, p96). As new discursive practices are adopted within the public sector, 
organizational actors are constituted in particular ways which µpreference particular 
forms of judgement and which are based on particular forms of power and 
knowledge¶ (Newman, 2002, p.78) They are required to be more entrepreneurial, 
more involved, more responsible, more accountable (Du Gay, 1993; 2000a; 2000b). 
This new entrepreneurialism µbrooks no opposition between the mode of self-
presentation required of managers and employees, and the ethics of the personal 
self.  Becoming a better worker is represented as the same thing as becoming a 
more virtuous person¶ (Du Gay and Salaman, 1992). In this context, workers are 
required to articulate pro-change orientations and to embrace new ways of defining 
the SXEOLFVHFWRULIWKH\DUHWREHFRQVLGHUHGµDSSURSULDWH¶LQGLYLGXDOV$OYHVVRQDQG
Willmott, 2002). 
Thus identity work is demanded by reform; if we believe that NPM reconstructs work 
along entrepreneurial lines, embracing a range of µprivate sector best practice¶, which 
is positively contrasted with old, µbad old bureaucratic¶ ways, this suggests a 
sweeping away of the values, ethics and ethos which may have underpinned the old 
32 
Sue Kinsey-HR identity in local government 
regime, and which constitutHGWKHGLVFXUVLYHUHVRXUFHVE\ZKLFKµROG¶LGHQWLWLHV were 
articulated.  NPM discourses represents a shift in values, for example, which erodes 
the µold¶ YDOXHVRISURELW\LQWHJULW\KRQHVW\DQGUHFWLWXGH+RRG¶VµTheta-type 
values¶, 1991), replacing them with the values associated with entrepreneurial 
organizational forms (the µSigma-type values¶ of efficiency and matching resources to 
goals and tasks).  These are the values by which the virtuous public servant in the 
new regime must be defined. This may not be without its costs. 0DHVVFKDON¶V
reading of both academic and practice ±oriented literature suggests that there has 
been a µsignificant shift¶ in public service ethical standards, and a consequent rise in 
what might previously have been considered unethical behaviour, as ethical 
behaviour under NPM regimes has come to be understood as behaviour that 
strengthens µWKHWKUHH(¶V¶ of economy, efficiency and effectiveness.  Similarly, 
Dawson and Dargie (2002) claim that the move to NPM, far from mirroring private 
sector practices which have attempted to bind together employees to their 
employers, has actually eroded the µvalues base¶ which has µhitherto bound public 
servants together in pursuit of values of equality of access and so on¶ (p.41).   
It may be, however, that the mourning for µold¶ values is misplaced: Brereton and 
Temple (1999: in Allmendinger et al, 2003) talk of a µmythical age of probity...a 
golden age of integrity that often masked a µsordid reality¶.  Perhaps then the integrity 
of the µold¶ public service ethos has been overstated, although one thing remains 
undeniable: the extent to which the discourse of a new set of normative practices 
and standards is being introduced through NPM and its successors, calling into 
question the durability of the discourse associated with this old set of values, real or 
espoused. 
IQWHUHVWLQJO\WKHWKUHDWWRWKHµROG¶may be overstated. Both Pratchett and Wingfield 
(1996) and more recently Allmendinger et al (2003) have evaluated the substitution 
RIµROG¶ZLWKµQHZ¶YDOXHVDQGconcluded that exposure to discourses of, for example, 
market-based reforms, has had the effect of µencouraging an evolution of values 
rather than a demise of the PSE¶ (Pratchett and Wingfield, p.651-my italics).Of 
relevance here may be Newman¶V (2002) suggestion that while discourses (including 
the discourse of the PSE) may be constitutive, people can learn to speak and deploy 
new languages strategically. Similarly, Thomas and Davies (2005) suggest that 
SXEOLFVHFWRUHPSOR\HHVPD\DFWDJHQWLDOO\LQµUHZULWLQJ¶UHIRUPVFULSWVLQZD\s which 
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enable subversion and translation at the level of the individual or group. This is 
developed in the next section. 
2.1.5 NPM/Modernisation, Identity and Resistance 
To return to an issue previously raised, research identifying the µmeaning-giving¶ of 
employees in the public sector remains rare.  As Thomas and Davies (2005) 
indicate, the debate around employee responses has tended to focus on the 
polarised understanding of resistance versus compliance, with resistance usually 
represented by a range of negative behaviours ranging from truculence or 
articulating objections to outright sabotage (e.g. Carnall, 2007; Pfeffer, 1994; Burnes, 
2009).  The common assumption is that resisting change is µbad¶, to be avoided and 
not part of being resilient, a quality essential for public servants if they are to survive 
the processes of reform in the public sector (Vickers and Kouzmin, 2001).  In their 
µhumanistic¶ critique of NPM, Vickers and Kouzmin offer an equally polarised view of 
the position of employees, casting them as victims of a µhuman tragedy...(of) a 
generalised inhumanity and callousness in organizational life resulting from the 
efficiency imperatives of new managerialism...a calculated absence of humane 
consideration...exacerbated by greed, selfishness, bullying and workplace violence.¶ 
(p. 100)  
These polarised perspectives of resistance, resilience and the position of employees 
may offer too simplistic an analysis of the realities of NPM practice. For Thomas and 
Davies, the µmicro-politics of resistance¶ may be explored more meaningfully through 
the ways in which individuals respond in the meanings they ascribe to NPM and to 
their own positioning within these meanings, particularly when the positions offered 
within the NPM discourse lead to feelings of discomfort and difference. Employees 
are no longer seen as passive recipients of the discourse, but as subjects who both 
consume and challenge the ways in which their identities are constituted; µThere is a 
need to understand the many, complex and often creative ways in which individuals 
respond to the dominant discourses of the organization¶ (Thomas and Davies, 2005, 
p685).  They understand resistance as µa constant process of adaptation, subversion 
and reinscription of dominant discourses¶ (p687).  Analysis at this micro-political level 
may enable a critique of NPM to be made other than through simple, straightforward 
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condemnations of managerially led initiatives and µthe deleterious consequences for 
the actors involved¶ (Vickers and Kouzmin, 2001, p99).  
The move from µold public administration¶ to Modernisation via µNew Public 
Management¶ suggests the requirement for a significant level of identity work from 
employees within the Public Sector. Thomas and Davies (2005) suggest that the 
process of µredefining the workforce¶ is fundamental to the restructuring of public 
services and that New Public Management/Modernisation promote new subject 
positions which challenge traditional understandings of public sector organization 
and identities (2003). Davies (2003) believes more specifically that new 
managerialism requires a reconsideration of the role and significance of the 
professional in the public sector; it µmay well involve the most significant shift in the 
discursive construction of professional practice and professional responsibility that 
any of us will ever experience¶ (p. 91).  
2. 1. 6 Conclusions RQ3XEOLF6HFWRUµ5HIRUP¶ 
This section of the literature review has introduced the concepts of public sector 
µUHIRUP¶ZLWKDSDUWLFXODUIRFXVRQWKHGLVFXUVLYe formations which dominate the 
YDULRXVµUHIRUP¶LQLWLDWLYHVDQGDJHQGDVDQGWKHGHPDQGVIRUµLGHQWLW\ZRUN¶ZKLFK
might arise from such a shifting discursive context. Whilst the broad themes 
associated with the NPM and modernisation agendas have been introduced here, 
this has necessarily been a brief overview. The detail of the translation and 
HQDFWPHQWRIWKHµUHIRUP¶DJHQGDLQWKH local government context is considered in 
much closer detail in part 5 of this literature review below. 
 
Informed by ideas established in this introductory section, the next two sections 
consider in turn the issues of identity and identity construction, and then, through a 
consideration of the manifestations of resistance in organizations, how resistance to 
the dominant discourses of public sector reform might be performed discursively. 
 
2.2 Perspectives on Identity 
Many recent writers have suggested that the increasingly fragmented, complex, 
discontinuous nature of the modern world and Western society is requiring a closer 
scrutiny of the ways in which individual identity is considered (Giddens, 1991; 
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Gergen, 1992; Brown, 2001; Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003).  According to 
Collinson (2003), the shift from identities ascribed by birth and legitimized through 
religion and family status which produced relatively stable and unambiguous selves, 
to a dominant ethics of success and achievement where selves are µachieved 
through practice¶ has resulted in identities that are µmuch more open¶ (p. 530).  He 
suggests that this much greater openness of identity can be µhighly threatening¶ (p. 
531). 
In organizational research, a rejection of universalistic and monolithic appreciations 
of individual experience has spawned a centre-staging of identity as  µcentral for 
issues of meaning and motivation, commitment, loyalty, logics of action and 
decision-making, stability and change, leadership, group and intergroup relations, 
organizational collaborations etc.¶ (Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003, p1164-5). The 
changes alluded to above have µstripped away the traditional structures shaping 
individual identities, placing increased pressure on individuals to construct 
employable and flexible selves¶ (Kuhn, 2006, p.1339).  As a site of normative control 
in organizations, identity may provide a means for the integration and orchestration 
of work (Karreman and Alvesson, 2004).  
Attempts to move to a more market and commercial based orientation within the 
public sector and the associated discourse of enterprise which have dominated 
much of the reform have called for µa radical process of attitudinal and behavioural 
restructuring too¶ (Driscoll and Morris, 2001, p. 807).  Ferlie et al (1996) suggest that 
such a major shift is problematic or unsustainable unless the underlying values and 
belief systems of organizational members undergo a similar change. Clearly, this 
offers an essentialist and relatively stable understanding of individual values and 
beliefs, but nevertheless draws attention to the way in which individual identity offers 
a locus for the achievement of change in the narratives of public sector reform. For 
individual employees, Humphreys and Brown (2002) claim that there may well be 
significant µidentification dilemmas¶ in coming to terms with the relationship between 
individual identity narratives and the organizational identity narratives promulgated 
by elites. These dilemmas are particularly likely where those organizations are 
characterised by multiple identity narratives which may be irreconcilable or 
contradictory.  
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Clearly the discourses of NPM/Modernisation represent only one of a µmatrix¶ of 
discourses µvying for attention in the process of (individual) identity make-up¶ (Davies 
and Thomas, 2003).  However, given that much of the literature on 
NPM/Modernisation suggests a continually shifting set of organizational identity 
narratives, characterised by a multiplicity of themes, a succession of µnewer, better¶ 
initiatives and a continual reconsideration of the priorities, agendas and targets of the 
Public Sector, we might expect to find evidence of these µidentification dilemmas¶ 
among individual Public Sector employees. 
The concept of identity and related notions (e.g. self, personality) has a long history 
in psychological and organizational literature, and it is not the intention of this thesis 
to carry out a comprehensive review of the literature.  Rather, after an initial 
introduction, and a discussion of some of the limitations of µessentialist¶ notions of 
self and identity, it focuses primarily on recent conceptions of identity drawn primarily 
from post-structuralist and social constructivist perspectives which inform much of 
the recent research on identity in organizations, and which influence the perspective 
adopted in this research.  Central to this discussion will be the themes of fixed 
versus fluid identity, the role of discourse in the construction of identity, the question 
of agency and subject µchoice¶ versus hegemonic determination of identity, and the 
concept of identity work, the activity in which people are engaged in µforming, 
repairing, maintaining, strengthening or revising constructions that are productive of 
a sense of coherence and distinctiveness¶ (Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003, 
p1165).  A recurring theme will be the question of (apparently mutually exclusive) 
ontological positions underpinning understandings of identity, although as we will 
see, the dualist µrealist versus nominalist¶ framework advocated by the µseminal¶ work 
of Burrell and Morgan (1979) may not be adequate for explaining all positions. 
2.2.1 Approaches to Theorising and Researching Identity:  µMainstream¶ 
Approaches 
Mainstream, Western post-Enlightenment perspectives on identity tend to assume 
that identities have an µintrinsic essential content, defined by a common origin or a 
common structure of experience, and often, both¶ (Howard, 2000, p. 385). Human 
beings µhave traditionally been viewed as unitary, coherent and autonomous 
individuals who are separate and separable from social relations and organizations¶ 
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(Collinson, 2003, p. 527). The literature has been dominated by essentialist notions 
of a µreal¶ or µtrue¶ self as an entity possessed by individuals (Edwards and Potter, 
1992; Antaki and Widdicombe, 1998).  The formation of this µself¶ may be the result 
of genetic inheritance (e.g. µtrait¶ and µtype¶ theories of personality), early 
developmental experiences (e.g. a Freudian/psychodynamic perspective), stages in 
life and emotional development (e.g. Piaget, 1953; Erikson, 1963) or a function of 
learned behaviours based on individual experience (e.g. Watsonian behaviourist 
perspectives). Whilst some of these perspectives might reject the notion of an 
inherent self and allow for growth, development and change, they still assume that at 
a given point the µtrue¶ self will exist.   Even a deeply Sartrean existentialist 
perspective which ostensibly rejects the notion of innate µessence¶ assumes that the 
essential self becomes more concrete and solidly µentrenched¶ over time (Hacking, 
2004).  This µessential¶ perspective does not assume that the identity of the self will 
be one-dimensional: Marcia (1966, 1980, 1993: in Pulkinnen and Kokko, 2000) 
suggests that  individuals will engage in a process of exploration, µtrying out¶ various 
identity statuses, but will ultimately commit to a set of convictions, values and goals, 
and µachieve¶ DSDUWLFXODULGHQWLW\$VVDJLROL¶VQRWLRQRIµpsychosynthesis¶ (1971) 
refers to a continual tumult in which various personalities and sub-personalities 
struggle continuously with each other. Symbolic interactionism (Mead, 1934) rejects 
the idea of a µstatic picture¶ of identity, and suggested that a µparliament of selves¶ 
exists in each person. Identity is seen as a social and relational construct, a product 
of the interaction between the µme¶ representing µself identity¶ and the µI¶, the social 
self who experiences social interactions. Whilst these latter approaches might share 
with post-modern perspectives a rejection of the notion of an inherent, unified and 
monolithic µself¶, they pay only limited heed to the effects of power exercised on the 
individual exerting agency over their choices of who or how to be. They also largely 
ignore the role of language in constructing individual identity. 
Sveningsson and Alvesson (2003) suggest that the functionalist paradigm has 
dominated in organizational research, and that literature on µorganizational 
identification¶, for example (e.g. Dutton et al, 1994), typically assume µfairly stable 
views of the organization and self¶ (p. 1164). Social Identity Theory (Tajfel and 
Turner (1978; 1981) and Self-Categorization Theory which share with Mead the 
notion that identity is a relational construct, in which identity is formed from 
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membership of certain social groups, through feedback from social interactions and 
particularly comparisons and contrasts with others. Social Identity Theory has 
highlighted the importance of understanding the processes by which identification 
occurs (Brown and Starkey, 2000), emphasising as it does the group schemas which 
emerge in socio-political contexts.  Both have proven popular in research in 
organizational settings (e.g. Ashforth and Mael, 1989; Hogg and Terry, 2000; Van 
Dick et al, 2004). The conclusion of these theories is that µindividuals may have as 
many social identities as he or she has group memberships¶ and that this multiplicity 
of identities can and must be managed (Pratt and Foreman, 2000, p19). Whilst this 
notion of multiplicity may again chime with a post-modern rejection of unified notions 
of the self and the fragmented nature of identity, it also suggests that such identities 
have a certain reality, and that the challenge for individuals is simply to identify which 
identities have greatest salience, relevance and significance.  In contrast with post-
structuralist perspectives, these theories again privilege individual agency, and 
LJQRUHWKHUHJXODWRU\DQGKHJHPRQLFHIIHFWVRISRZHUFDSWXUHGLQ)RXFDXOW¶VEHOLHI
in the µdeath of the subject¶ (Hacking, 2004, p288).  For Foucault, power is not simply 
a mechanism of control, but is also µproductive of the self¶ (Barker and Galasinski, 
2001, p. 31). Aditionally, a social constructivist perspective would suggest that such 
perspectives on identity (or identities) fail to take account of the fluid, dynamic and 
unstable nature of the processes (largely discursive) by which those identities might 
be constructed. 
2.2.2 Discourse and Identity 
An alternative to the essentialist notions of self and identity outlined above is offered 
by what Redman (2000) refers to as the µsubject of language approach¶ to identity (p. 
9). According to this largely constructivist perspective, identities are constituted or 
µperformatively enacted¶ in and through subject positions made available in language 
and wider cultural codes. According to Hall (2000), this perspective rejects the notion 
of the subject or identity as µthe centred author of social practice¶ (p. 16), and seeks 
to explore the relationship between subjects and discursive practices; µthe personal 
and social categories with which people associate are made available to them in a 
discourse¶ (Brown, 2001, p. 115) 
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Phillips and Hardy (2002) claim that in organizational research, the idea of the 
organization (and those within it?) being socially constructed and existing primarily in 
language is becoming widely accepted. For Delbridge and Ezzamel (2005), µthe 
constructive role of language is perhaps the defining characteristic that distinguishes 
post-structuralist literature from other intellectual approaches¶. Discourse analysis 
shifts attention µtowards an appreciation of the power of language in constituting the 
world, in the sense that language/discourse is taken as the means by which human 
actors engage, make sense of and construct the world¶ (p. 607).  Within this 
perspective, identity is constructed, negotiated, maintained and communicated 
through discourse (Phillips and Hardy, 2002; Thomas and Davies, 2005; Howard, 
2000).  In contrast with mainstream approaches which view identity as fixed and 
stable, identity may be viewed as a fluid and flexible resource which changes 
through and within interactions, with different µidentity claims¶ shifting as a result of 
contextual variation (Howard, 2000). In this vein, Sveningsson and Alvesson (2003) 
suggest that individual (and organizational) identities might be better understood in 
terms of µbecoming¶ rather than being¶, a continual process of construction which is 
lodged in contingency (Hall, 2000).  Research informed by a deeply constructionist 
perspective might use narrative or conversation analysis to study text and talk 
without reference to the broader discourses or contexts in which they might be 
located, focusing instead on the dynamic nature of identity production through talk 
and text.  Central to this perspective is the notion of multiple, more or less 
contradictory and often changing identities (Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003).  The 
contrast here with the tenets of Social Identity Theory, for example, is that these 
multiple identities are not fixed or stable; nor are they representative of µa collective 
or true self hiding inside the many other more superficially or artificially imposed 
selves¶ (Hall, 2000, p. 17). Rather, they represent the notion of a decentred self, 
where identities are constructed on a continuous, interactive, discursive basis.  
However, the dualist proposition offered by µessentialist versus constructionist¶ 
debates is rejected by some.  Sveningsson and Alvesson (2003), for example, 
believe that µone may avoid an µessentialistic¶ position without moving to the other 
corner¶ (p. 1167).  Hall maintains that anti-essentialist notions of identity do not reject 
the idea of an µinterior landscape of the subject¶ (2000, p.26), but do reject the notion 
that this landscape is naturally occurring, or that it possesses µtrue¶ or µreal¶ features.  
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2.2.3 Power, Agency and Possibilities for Action  
From a social constructionist perspective, identity moves away from signalling a 
core, stable self, to becoming a strategic, discursive resource; µidentities are points of 
temporary attachments to the subject positions which discursive practices construct 
for us¶ (Hall, 1996, p6). One of the unresolved questions is the extent to which 
individuals are entirely at the mercy of hegemonic discourses which seek to regulate 
individual identity.  Such µmuscular discourse¶, with considerable constituitve powers 
(Alvesson and Karreman, 2000) may exert strong imprints on fragile human subjects 
(Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003).   In the tradition of Foucault, the subject is 
considered to be constituted purely in the discursive practices of µdisciplinary 
regimes¶ and the iterative performance of µtechnologies of the self¶ (Redman, 2000). 
)RXFDXOW¶VOHJDF\LVDERG\RIUHVHDUFKZKLFKVHHNVWRH[SORUHµhow processes of 
social construction lead to a social reality that is taken for granted and that 
advantages some participants at the expense of others¶ (Phillips and Hardy, 2002, p. 
15). Actors may be constrained by discourses which shape a social reality, ensuring 
that certain phenomena are created, reified and taken for granted, ultimately coming 
to constitute a reality of sorts (Marcus, 1994; Dunford and Jones, 2000). Whilst 
acknowledging that discourse is not reflective or constitutive of an underlying reality, 
it may nevertheless create µtruth effects¶ through its impact on practice (Sveningsson 
and Alvesson, 2003).  
The discourses deployed by organizations in the pursuit of what Karreman and 
Alvesson (2004) refer to as µsocio-ideological control¶, and may target social 
relations, emotions, ideology, µideational conformity¶ and, of particular interest to this 
research, identity formation. They suggest that in addition to µsensemaking¶ 
processes, the processes of meaning creation (Weick, 1995) which play a significant 
role in identity construction, organizations will engage in processes of 
sensebreaking, grounded in identity destruction.  In this respect, identity, and the 
extent to which it might be subject to the regulatory efforts of organizations and the 
discourses they utilise in the achievement of that regulation offers a fruitful area for 
consideration.  Alvesson and Willmott (2002) believe that mechanisms and practices 
of control interact with the identity work of employees, and that this identity work µis a 
signficant medium and outcome of organizational control¶.   
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These discourses may be deliberately deployed, or a consequence of those who 
represent the dominant hegemonic force in a given social setting.  For example, Dick 
and Cassell (2004) have examined how the working practices of µfront-line¶ policing 
constructed as essential by the officers working on it may actually represent an 
assertion of masculinity, and be equally subscribed to by both male and female 
officers.  The latter group are therefore unlikely to challenge or resist µthe working 
practices that seem to operate to marginalize them¶ (p. 52). The concept of 
professional identity is of particular relevance here.  As Hodgson (2005) suggests, 
the legitimacy of the professions relies upon the establishment and maintenance of 
particular norms which can act as a form of discipline over professional labour. 
Individuals are required to justify admission to or ongoing membership of a particular 
professional body through demonstration that they possess the µappropriate¶ identity. 
Disciplinary control may be exerted through the condition that membership is 
contingent upon satisfaction of the required norms. Privileges and status accorded 
may be dependent on a form of subjugation and reflexive monitoring, and in this 
respect, claims of professionalization may be seen as just another form of 
manipulation of individual identity (Hodgson, 2005).  Du Gay (1993; 2000a; 2000b), 
Newman (2002) and Vickers and Kouzmin, (2001) have claimed that the quest for 
greater entrepreneurship, particularly in the public sector, represented through the 
deployment of a discourse of enterprise, has required individual actors in 
organizational contexts to manifest the appropriate values, behaviour and identity in 
order to be considered valued employees. Whilst post-Fordist, post-scientific 
management and post-bureaucratic work practices might ostensibly offer the 
promise of µmicro-emancipation¶ through claims to increased autonomy and 
empowerment and the promotion of teamwork as a recipe for µhigh performance 
work systems¶, the organizational practices, policies and discourses associated with 
this approach might offer an emancipation which is at best µprecarious¶ and can 
result in µmore totalizing µconcertive¶ forms of control¶ (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002, 
p.624), and what might be more accurately characterised as a form of internal 
compliance (Delbridge and Ezzamel, 2005,  p. 606) 
However, this perspective does not explain how or why particular discourses are 
µtaken up¶ by some subjects and not by others (Barker and Galasinski, 2001).  As 
Sveningsson and Alvesson (2003) indicate, there is variation in how people draw 
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upon and cope with different specific resources of identity stabilization.  There is a 
risk of over-emphasizing the fragility and µvulnerability¶ of subjects in the face of the 
discourses which play a role in constituting identity (Alvesson and Karreman, 2000; 
Alvesson and Willmott, 2002).  Many writers have urged caution in making claims 
that individuals are completely at the mercy of such discourses (Alvesson and 
Willmott, 2002; Kuhn, 2006), and a discussion of the processes by which individuals 
may exert choice over how they consume and acquiesce to identities is useful here. 
2.2.4 Subjectification and Agency 
Hall (2000) sees identity as a µmeeting point¶, a point of µsuture¶ or temporary 
attachment to subject positions constructed for us by discourses which µinterpellate¶ 
or µhail us into place as the social subjects of particular discourses¶ (p. 19).  
However, he too identifies that this process of µsuturing¶ of a subject to a particular 
subject position requires subjects to invest in that position.  This then problematizes 
the notion of the µfragile human subject¶ who is entirely buffeted by dominant 
hegemonic discourses.  An early Foucauldian perspective reinforces the entirely self-
policing conception of the subject which emerges from disciplinary modalities of 
power (Hall, 2000, p.24).  The assumption is that nothing will prevent individuals 
from a smooth insertion into the subject positions constructed by discourses. This 
µdocile bodies¶ approach tends to overestimate the efficacy of disciplinary power in 
constructing identities. A decentring of the subject does not necessarily represent a 
destruction of the subject. The concept of µinterpellation¶ (Althusser, 1971) requires 
the subject to have the capacity to choose how and to what extent they will respond, 
and pre-supposes the existence of an already constituted subject.  Clearly this 
process acknowledges µan interior landscape¶ of the individual, some µinterior 
mechanisms of assent to the rule¶ ZKLFKLQ+DOO¶V YLHZVDYHV)RXFDXOW¶VODWHUZRUN
from behaviourism (2000, p. 26).  The interplay between this µinternal landscape¶ and 
the discourses which perform to construct the individual may result in what Hall 
refers to as µpractices of the self¶ or µpractices of self-production¶ (2000, p.26); this 
performativity might alternatively be referred to as identity work.  This concept then 
calls into question the mechanisms by which individuals as subjects identify (or do 
not identify) with and take up (or do not take up) the positions offered by discourses. 
As Coupland (2003) suggests, as well being rule-following, µwe are also rule-
breaking, rule-creating and rule-changing agents¶ (p. 3) who will take up and 
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reinterpret organizational rhetoric as µactive consumers and negotiators of 
organizationally available µdesignated¶ identities¶ (p.3). Equally, Thomas and Davies 
(2005) suggest that individuals will respond to dominant organizational discourses in 
µmany, complex and creative ways¶ (p. 685). 
The struggle represented here may be between attempts of individuals to secure 
economic and social legitimacy (Thomas and Linstead, 2002) and the defences 
which individuals are motivated to deploy in a bid to preserve and defend their 
personal identity through a need for self-esteem (Brown and Starkey, 2000). 
Collinson (2003) believes that this process of struggle is a function of self-
consciousness.  He describes human beings as µreflexively monitoring and purposive 
creatures¶ (p. 529) with the power to reconstruct and change our world, but warns 
against an over-emphasis on voluntarism and autonomy. Emphasizing the 
situatedness of discourses, Delbridge and Ezzamel (2005) identify the range of 
contexts and consequent discourses to which individuals are subject, and the 
ensuing personal cognitions and interests as mediating factors which prevent a total 
consumption of particular organizational discourses by individual actors. In a similar 
vein, Sveningsson and Alvesson draw attention to the possibility of the subject as a 
µlocation of contradictory discourses¶ between which there are tensions and 
contradictions.  The constant struggle which ensues may bring about temporary 
views of the self, µwhere certain identity versions dominate over the others, 
dependent on the context¶ (2003, p. 1183). Worthy of discussion here is the extent to 
which discourses can ever be µtotalizing¶ in their regulatory effect.  Individuals in 
organizations are subject to a range of discourses both internally and externally, and 
may choose to privilege particular identities and subjectivities other others (Clegg, 
1994). (These differential identities and subjectivities may offer resources for 
accommodating to or resisting organizational power relations, revisited in the next 
section when the concept of resistance is discussed in more detail.) For Humphreys 
and Brown (2002), resistance to specific discursive regimes is made possible by the 
existence of competing discourses which ensure that µsocialization into any one 
discourse is never complete¶ (p. 929) It is the possibility of choice in situations where 
multiple and contradictory identities are available which provides people with µthe 
possibility of acting agentially¶ (Davies and Harre, 1999). 
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2.2.5 Positioning 
The concept of subject µpositions¶ has been discussed in the context of possibilities 
for action created (and denied) by discourses. According to Harre and van 
Langenhove (1999), a position is a complex cluster of generic personal attributes, 
structured in various ways, which impinges on the possibilities of interpersonal, 
intergroup and even intrapersonal action through some assignment of such rights, 
duties and obligations to an individual as are sustained by the cluster¶ (p. 1). In the 
social constructionist tradition, positions are largely constructed through discourse, 
and the constitutive force of discursive practices is in the provision of subject 
positions (Davies and Harre, 1999). Positions are relational and relative: to be 
positioned as powerful, for example, others must be positioned as powerless. Edley 
(2001) suggests that we are re-constituted as subjects in the moment we consume 
discourses: whatever we might say and think about ourselves and others will always 
be in terms of a language provided by history. This is not to suggest that individuals 
are powerless in the face of positions created by others: people are µalso the masters 
of language¶ (Edley, 2001, p.210), and may choose to acquiesce, to contest or to 
subvert positions made available to them.  People have the opportunity in those 
processes of subversion, contestation and acquiescence to jointly produce storylines 
about themselves (Davies and Harre, 1999). However, once positioned, we may 
subsequently rely on related concepts and resources or repertoires associated with 
the position (Edley, 2001).  For example, the entrepreneurial discourse associated 
with NPM and the Modernisation may require public sector employees to adopt 
positions which conflict with their own preferred interest, producing feelings of 
discomfort and difference (Thomas and Davies, 2005).  In this context, individuals 
may exploit the µlooseness around meanings in a constant and simultaneous process 
of resistance, reproduction and reinscription¶ (Thomas and Davies, 2005, p. 699). 
Individuals may draw on some aspects of the discourse of NPM, while subverting 
and µwriggling out¶ of other ways in which NPM might attempt to produce their 
identity. Significantly, however, Thomas and Davies conclude that this results in the 
µreification, legitimization and reproduction of the very subject positions that they are 
denying¶ S7KRPDVDQG/LQVWHDGUHPLQGXVRI:DWVRQ¶V
caution that individuals do not merely µpick off an identity¶ from an available list of 
discourses; they conclude that the process of identity formation represents an 
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H[HUFLVHRIVRFLDOSRZHU7KLVSHUVSHFWLYHTXHVWLRQV%HQYHQLVWH¶VEHOLHIWKDW
µlanguage puts forth empty forms¶ (p. 43), and reintroduces us to the notion of 
hegemonic forces acting through discourse. 
The µlooseness of meaning¶ which offers the opportunity for individuals to take up 
alternative positions has been characterised by Laclau and Mouffe (1985, 1990: in 
Clegg, 2001; Willmott, 2005; Bridgman and Willmott, 2006), as a failure by 
hegemonic articulations to achieve diVFXUVLYHIL[LW\/DFODXDQG0RXIIH¶V'LVFRXUVH
theory is both µfervently anti-essentialist¶ (p. 116) and simultaneously anti-
constructionist µinsofar as they understand objects to exist independently of language 
and thought¶ (Bridgman and Willmott, 2006, p.115). Meaning is conferred within 
systems of differences which are articulated and stabilised through discourse, and it 
is the performative character of discourse that produces µtruth µ and µobjectivity¶. They 
consider identity to be incomplete and ultimately unstable, but µtemporarily solidified 
through processes of hegemonic articulation¶ (Bridgman and Willmott, 2006, p.115). 
The existence of objects, artefacts and social entities in the world µwill always be 
given as articulated within discursive totalities¶ (Willmott, 2005, p. 749).  These 
totalities construct µnodal points¶ which only partially fix meaning, µbecause no 
structure is exhaustive, and its closure is hegemonically and precariously secured¶ 
(Willmott, 2005, p. 752).  Because meaning is relational, it can never be finally fixed: 
what fixity occurs is an effect of power, but what can be achieved at best by 
hegemonic articulations is a µtemporary solidification¶ (Clegg, 2001, p. 137). (p. 145).  
Willmott (2005), concurs with the perspective that µthe extent to which any ascription 
becomes solidified as µtruth¶ is the outcome of a hegemonic process¶, and suggests 
that fixing is both necessary and impossible: µas fixings inevitably slip or fail in a 
process of antagonistic contest, current discourses are displaced, refashioned or 
supplanted¶ (p. 763).  
However, there may be some disagreement on the extent to which Laclau and 
0RXIIH¶VWKHRU\VLJQDOVWKHGHDWKNQHOORIKHJHPRQ\)RU&OHJJ/DFODXDQG
0RXIIH¶VDFKLHYHPHQWLVWKDWWKHFRQFHSWRI hegemony µno longer has any content¶.  
This might imply an ontological position which denies the possibility of the effects of 
hegemonic articulations.  Willmott (2005) suggests that Laclau and Mouffe provide 
an alternative to subject positions: the idea that people are subject to a plurality of 
identifications, and the associated belief that particular identifications will be 
46 
Sue Kinsey-HR identity in local government 
privileged over others. This may include the identification of the individual with the 
state of autonomy-which is nevertheless a product of a particular hegemonic 
discourse. Willmott then favours µmaking stronger connections between knowledge... 
and the exercise of power that results in social realities, including identities, being 
articulated and enacted in particular ways¶ (2005, p. 756). 
Clearly, then, whether we consider the constitutive effects of hegemonic discourses  
as producing  µsubject positions¶ or µsubject identifications¶, what remains a central 
consideration is the question of power, and the points at which those discourses may 
be disrupted and open to alternative articulations of identity.  The next section 
considers perspectives on how individuals may seek to create those alternative 
articulations. 
2.2.6 Identity Work and Narratives of Self 
The ambiguity which results from individual separateness from and a simultaneous 
interdependence with others in the world will typically result in individuals engaging 
in attempts to secure a stable identity (Collinson, 2003). With and within narratives 
µpeople strive to ...deploy cohesive devices, reveal identity of actors and relatedness 
of actions across scenes¶ (Bamberg and McCabe, 1998, iii). This renders accounts 
of identity potentially prone to discursive bids for coherence, meaning and sense-
making, although the discursive field within which the µcrafting of the self¶ takes place 
µproduces meanings and subjectivities that are contradictory, contested and 
clashing...identities are mobile sites of contradiction and disunity¶ (Davies and 
Thomas, 2003, p. 685). Identity work may be seen as a buffer against the ambiguity 
and diversity of the external world (Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003), and identity 
narratives as a source of cohesion for individuals.  This cohesion does not 
necessarily represent a µlinear non-contradictory autobiography...but rather, the 
cumulative fragments of a lived autobiography¶ (Davies and Harre, 1999, p. 39).  
Giddens (2000) describes this quest for cohesion in individual accounts and life 
stories as the pursuit of a µlife trajectory which accords with the inGLYLGXDO¶VLQQHU
wishes¶ (p. 249). A strongly constructionist perspective may refute the existence of 
µinner wishes¶, and a post-structuralist perspective would emphasize the dynamic, 
unstable and fluid nature of such wishes.  Clearly the notion of such a quest should 
be considered in the context of debates over the agency/subjectification process, 
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and a key question here is the degree of unified cohesion sought by individuals 
contrasted with the notion of µmany possible coherent selves¶ and µunresolved 
contradictions which one just lives with¶ (Davies and Harre, 1999, p. 49).  Giddens 
perhaps responds to the question of fluidity with the idea of  µpluralisation of life-
worlds¶ (Berger, 1974: in Giddens, 2000, p. 257), i.e. the diverse and segmented 
nature of the settings of modern social life and the internal pluralisation to which 
individuals are prone.  For Giddens (2000), self-identity as a coherent phenomenon 
presumes a narrative µthat has to be worked at, and calls for creative input as a 
matter of course¶ (p. 253). Providing a response to the social constructionist critique 
RIWKHSRVVLELOLW\RIDQHVVHQWLDOVRYHUHLJQVHOI5LFRHXU¶VDQDO\VLVRILGHQWLW\GRHV
not rely on an identity µfound at some deep center of our personality¶, but on a 
narrative structure which µprovides the self-concept with a concordant, temporal 
unity¶ (Ezzy, 1998, p. 245).  This represents a sharp contrast to the work of authors 
such as McAdams (1996) who has usefully contributed to the notion of the µlife story¶, 
but who nevertheless adopts a more essentialistic view of dispositional personality 
WUDLWV'UDZLQJRQ5LFRHXU¶VZRUN&XQOLIIHHWDODUJXHWKDWLQGLYLGXDOVVHHNWR
link disparate life events into a coherent sequence. However, they propose that 
narratives do not always have coherent plotlines or characters, and suggest that 
post-modern narrations tend to look for multiple meanings and contradictions, and 
explore how hegemonic storylines µmay reinforce prevailing stories and marginalize 
and suppress other voices¶ (p. 264).  This perspective suggests that it is in µmoment-
to-moment talk-entwined activities¶ that our sense of self emerges.   
By contrast, Wajcman and Martin (2002) emphasize the µlifelong project¶ of 
constructing and exploring identities, and the intrusion of previously private goals 
and aspirations into public work as people pursue their µlife projects¶ (pp986-7).  
Woodruffe-Burton and Elliott (2005) perhaps reconcile these potentially opposing 
perspectives on narrative identity by suggesting that the free will we exercise to form 
images of who we want to be is directed by values which are also probably a social 
product: µThe pool of possible selves derives from the categories made salient by the 
LQGLYLGXDO¶VSDUWLFXODUVRFLR-cultural and historical context¶ (Markus and Nurius, 1986: 
in Woodruffe-Burton and Elliott, 2005, p. 462).  Clearly then the ways these contexts 
are performed discursively will be of particular significance in the possibilities they 
provide for such narratives to be constructed. 
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2.2.7 Conclusions on Identity 
I have taken the following key points as conclusions on the subject of identity which 
inform my research: that identity is not fixed or stable, and is not a permanent quality 
or possession of the individual.  Instead it is fluid, fragmented and dynamic.  
Identity is constructed largely through discourse.  This discourse is principally 
linguistic, but (after Laclau and Mouffe) may also include practice. The dominant 
discourses of organization may exert a regulatory effect on how individuals construct 
their identity, although individuals are subject to multiple, often contradictory identity 
discourses from a range of social sources and experiences, which may provide 
opportunities to resist organizational discourses. 
We are not entirely passive, docile, and vulnerable, and may have the resources to 
resist hegemonic articulations in the extent to which we choose or refuse to take up 
specific discourses.  However, this does not reflect a voluntarist perspective: the 
discourses available to us will still be constrained to a greater or lesser extent by the 
exercise of social power. Discourses, and particularly those which represent 
hegemonic articulations will create µsubject positions¶ or µidentifications¶ which act to 
shape and constrain our possibilities for action and µpossible selves¶. Such positions 
or identifications will never be entirely fixed, and may be subverted or replaced by 
individuals who seek alternatives.  Again, the regulatory effects of hegemonic power 
in creating the illusion of autonomy should be borne in mind.  
,GHQWLW\PD\EHFRQVLGHUHGDQRQJRLQJµSURMHFW¶As individuals we seek to create a 
narrative of self-identity which provides a coherent understanding of our life story.  In 
the pursuit of this coherence, we may seek to make alternative constructions of the 
past present and future, and this will particularly occur retrospectively.  However, the 
narratives we produce will also be constrained by the social contexts in which they 
are produced, and we may experience practical difficulties in assembling narratives 
from a range of potentially divergent available discourses (Clarke et al, 2009). 
2.3 Resistance 
The phenomenon of employee resistance is often claimed to lie at the heart of 
change management programmes and is considered to be a key problem for 
managers and other change agents (e.g. Stickland, 1998; Randall, 2004). 
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Managerialist/ practitioner literature is replete with recipes and formulae for 
µovercoming¶ resistance, often suggesting that the µproblem¶ of resistance is a simple 
matter of management developing appropriate education, communication and 
participation strategies (e.g. Coch and French, 1948; Beer et al,1990; Kotter and 
Schlesinger, 1979) designed to persuade employees to share their µvision of a new 
future¶ which will provide µthe pull-through and momentum for change¶ (Clarke, 1994, 
p.124). 
Typical of this view of resistance is that it represents deliberate attempts on the part 
of workers to µslow down or terminate an intended organizational change¶ (Lines, 
2004, p. 198), and recipes for eliminating resistance usually prescribe greater 
persuasive efforts on the part of change agents. Should employees refuse or be 
unable to see that µchange can be exciting and can bring new and positive 
opportunities for all¶ (Senior and Fleming, 2006, p. 290), managers and change 
agents are regularly advised to resort to more forceful tactics of manipulation and co-
optation, or even explicit and implicit coercion (Kotter and Schlesinger, 1979).   
The managerial agenda which tends to be served by this perspective of resistance 
usually attributes the worst excesses of irrational, problematic or deliberately 
truculent employees to underlying negative attitudes or µresistant personalities¶ 
(Symon, 2005), or to a failure on the part of management to accurately communicate 
their vision.  Clearly this perspective is informed by a rather simplistic functionalist, 
unitarist, essentialist and positivistic understanding of the form, purpose and sources 
of resistance. 
The purpose of this section is to consider some of the alternative perspectives on 
resistance, and to focus on how an understanding of resistance, and particularly the 
concept of subjectivity, might contribute to a discussion on identity construction in the 
organizational context, and particularly in times of change.  Emphasising the inter-
relatedness of the concepts, DQGLQDQHDUO\DSSUHFLDWLRQRIWKHUROHRIµLGHQWLW\ZRUN¶
Jermier et al (1994) suggest that µit is the formation and reformation of self that is the 
aspect of subjectivity most important for understanding contemporary strategies of 
resistance¶ (p.8), and Knights (2002) claims that resistance occurs µbecause of a 
defence or expression of identity¶ (p. 585).  
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2.3.1 From Class Struggle to the Micro-Political 
Within the critical literature the dominant perspective on resistance has been 
represented by the notion of µclass struggle¶. Whilst this perspective shares with the 
managerialist agenda a universalism and essentialism (Collinson, 2005), it firmly 
establishes a challenge to the notion of unitarism, grounded as it is in the Marxist 
tradition of labour process theory (Braverman, 1974).  Analysis from this perspective 
tends to focus on the structures of control, the µobjective¶ category of class, and the 
extent to which resistance derives from revolutionary class-consciousness (Jermier 
et al, 1994, p.2).  It considers resistance to represent a struggle against the 
exploitation and alienation of labour, with manifestations usually, as a result, through 
overt and collective forms of industrial dispute such as strikes, usually organised by 
trades unions, violent protests or outright sabotage (Thomas et al 2004). 
Although this tradition offers a µrich and influential challenge¶ to the µfunctionalist 
domination within organization studies¶ (Thomas et al, 2004, p.3), a body of literature 
which identifies its shortcomings and advocates a broader conception of resistance 
has been emerging for well over a decade. Critics suggest that labour process 
analysis tends to highlight the structures of control, rather than seeking to hear how 
individual workers perceive these structures (Ezzamel et al, 2001). It is accused of 
failing to acknowledge the complex way in which the self might be constituted in the 
labour process (Jermier et al, 1994), focusing as it does purely on class, and omitting 
a consideration of other categories such as gender, race and sexuality. It portrays 
resistance as being part of a dyadic, mutually reinforcing,  µcause and effect¶ 
relationship with management control (Thomas et al, 2004; Thomas and Davies, 
2005a,), and is inadequate in its consideration of the subject and object of 
resistance. Employees are presented somewhat simplistically as µeconomically and 
environmentally determined¶(Thomas and Davies, 2005a, p. 712), and their position 
is polarised as either µdocile automatons¶ or the authors of a grand, romanticised 
worker revolt (Thomas et al, 2004, p.4). The one-dimensional treatment of the role 
and effects of power in defining groups or individuals in a particular way fails to 
account for the complexity of subjectivity and the extent to which it might operate at 
the level of the individual. The essentialist nature of this perspective allows no scope 
for a consideration of resistance as a socially constructed phenomenon, or for 
appreciating alternative manifestations of resistance.  What counts is large-scale, 
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overt and collective; the many forms of resistance which may occur at the level of the 
individual in terms of behaviour, discourse and the performance of identity are 
overlooked.  This universalistic treatment of the nature and forms of resistance fails 
to appreciate the extent to which resistance may be shaped and determined by the 
specific context, and enacted differently according to local and situationally specific 
circumstances (Prasad and Prasad, 2000; Ezzamel et al, 2001; Fleming and Spicer, 
2003).    
Contemporary attempts to µmanage culture¶ in organizations may be viewed as 
sophisticated forms of management control which attempt to µcolonize¶ the identity of 
workers, manufacturing positive sentiments (Fleming and Spicer, 2003), producing 
the µappropriate individual¶ (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002) and creating µparticular 
types of personhood¶ (Fleming and Spicer, 2003, p. 158). The more subtle forms of 
surveillance associated with µnew wave management practices¶ such as 
Organizational Development (OD), culture management and HRM, targeted as they 
are at the µvalues, hearts and minds¶, or µinsides¶ of employees (Deetz 1995; 
Alvesson and Willmott, 2002), may seek to produce self-disciplining workers who 
ostensibly behave as willing participants in their own subjugation (Symon, 2005; 
Thomas et al, 2004).  Where the effects of the discourses associated with such 
initiatives are seen as totalising, the consequences for employees may be such that 
µWKHUHLVQRORQJHUDGLIIHUHQFHEHWZHHQZRUNHUV¶FRQFHSWLRQVRIVHOIDQGWKDWRIIHUHG
within the discourse¶ (Thomas et al, 2004, p.2), again, potentially removing the 
possibility for resistance. Clearly, in this context the notion of large scale worker 
revolt becomes more unimaginable, but these management initiatives do not 
necessarily signal the demise of resistance in organizations.  Indeed, there is 
evidence that workers in the public sector (e.g. local government, the fire service, the 
Ministry of Defence) are still prepared to engage in large scale collective action over 
a range of issues (pension reform; working hours; pay). However, a more 
appropriate analytical approach for understanding alternative forms of resistance 
which workers deploy in the face of such all-encompassing initiatives might focus at 
the level of the individual, asking the µpreviously absent question¶ of how workers 
resist these strategies of control that target their µvery identities¶ (Fleming and Spicer, 
2003, p.159). 
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The bleak view of the passive, helpless worker who is powerless in the face of all-
consuming yet subtle forms of organizational control does not sufficiently account for 
the possibility of the individual to create alternative versions of the self and to turn to 
µquieter¶ ways of resisting. Jermier et al (1994, p.9) believe for example that power 
does not directly determine identity µbut merely provides the conditions of possibility 
for its self-formation¶.  Indeed, their definition of resistance reminds us of the 
potential agency of individuals: resistance is µa reactive process where agents, 
embedded in power relations, actively oppose initiatives by other agents¶. (My italics) 
In this respect, an alternative consideration of resistance may seek to consider what 
is possible in the space between voluntaristic and deterministic notions of self and 
agency: although the everyday discourses of organization may favour dominant 
power relations in the way they frame worker subjectivity (Fleming and Spicer, 
2003), individual workers are seen as constituted only µpartially through the exercise 
of power in discursive and other practices¶ (Jermier et al, 1994, p. 10). 
Organizational control is never total, and the systems of control may be routinely 
resisted both formally and informally by different organizational members (Prasad 
and Prasad, 2000).  Employees may be µneither organizational dupes nor prisoners 
of corporate sponsored discursive practices¶ (Brown and Coupland, 2005, p. 1063). 
As Humphreys and Brown suggest µall participants in an organization have some 
capacity to read and author their own reality and thus oppose centralizing 
impositions¶ (2002b p. 424); subjectification and subjection are not one and the 
same. 
Thomas et DOGHVFULEHWKHMXQFWXUHEHWZHHQWKHLQGLYLGXDO¶VQRWLRQRIVHOIDQG
the subjectivity created by the dominant discourse as a µpoint of critical reflection¶ 
(p.6). They use the term µmicro-political resistance¶ which offers the opportunity for 
considering an agential self who may resist through reflecting upon, rewriting and 
challenging the µhegemonic ways of being offered in dominant discourses¶.  This 
micro-political approach may offer opportunities for understanding resistance in a 
more sophisticated way than the µGXDOLVWLFGHEDWHRIµFRPSOLDQFHZLWK¶YHUVXV
µUHVLVWDQFHWR¶WRRIIHUDPRUHJHQHUDWLYHXQGHUVWDQGLQJRf resistance at the micro-
level,¶ (Thomas and Davies, 2005b, p. 683). 
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The next section considers in detail how micro-political resistance might be identified 
in its various manifestations, and some of the problems and issues for researchers 
attempting to analyse resistance from this perspective. 
 2.3.2 Micro-Political Resistance 
The orthodox conception of resistance as outright challenge or overt hostility has 
been questioned by a number of writers who have suggested a range of alternative 
manifestations, often at the individual level. It is this resistance to the dominant at the 
level of the individual subject which is referred to as micro-political resistance 
(Weedon, 1987, p.111). Ackroyd and Thompson (1999) discuss the phenomena of 
work limitation, absenteeism and pilferage as evidence of worker resistance. They 
also suggest that the ultimate form of resistance might be worker sabotage, 
suggesting more direct action, although Prasad and Prasad (2000) discuss the 
possibility of a quiet form of sabotage through circumvention of rules or systems. 
Equally overt might be open confrontation with managers, colleagues or clients 
(Prasad and Prasad, 2000), or the persistent pursuit of grievances against the 
organization or management (Collinson, 1994). 
Yet resistance may take the form of even more routine, subtle, prosaic and everyday 
activities and behaviours.  These include cynicism (Fleming and Spicer, 2003), 
silence (Brown and Coupland, 2005), scepticism (Fleming and Sewell, 2002), 
humour (Ackroyd and Thompson, 1999), gossip and horseplay (Prasad and Prasad, 
2000) and rhetoric and counter-argument (Symon, 2005).  Whilst such actions and 
behaviours may apparently be mundane and often unremarkable, they may 
nevertheless represent omnipresent and persistent efforts on the part of workers to 
oppose managerial/organizational control and domination (Prasad and Prasad, 
2000). Interestingly, Fleming and Spicer (2003) believe that whilst many of the 
activities above offer opportunities for dis-identifying with prescribed roles, creating 
an µinner free space¶ for workers where they might protect their µbackstage selves¶ 
(p.160), at the same time these very activities may serve to render them better 
organizational citizens as this separation and distance enables them to perform as 
required. This phenomenon is also considered by Du Gay and Salaman (1992), who 
suggest that even where individuals maintain a cynical distance from µenterprise¶ 
they nevertheless reproduce it µthrough their involvement in everyday practices 
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within which enterprise is inscribed¶ (p. 630).  Clearly then the consequences of 
these manifestations of resistance may be less damaging to the organization than 
some of the more overt forms: the cynical, sceptical or humorous worker may 
nevertheless work efficiently and meet organizational demands. 
King and Anderson (2002) suggest that demotivation, intentional underperformance 
and purposeful lack of realisation of potential might be symptomatic of employee 
resistance. Similarly, Prasad and Prasad (2000) believe that resistance might be 
enacted through employee withdrawal and disengagement. This presents an 
interesting dilemma for the researcher of resistance: each of these phenomena 
might equally be considered to be a direct consequence of management or 
organizational policies and actions rather than a consciously selected course of 
action on the part of the worker.  It is difficult to conceive of demotivation as a 
deliberate strategy of resistance, although it may be captured by what Linstead 
(1997) describes as µunconscious¶ resistance, and Prasad and Prasad (2000) term 
µindirect resistance¶.  This, they suggest, results from managerial interpretations of 
employee behaviours as disruptive even when they were not deliberately intended 
as such by the employee.  Clearly, a degree of ambiguity is inevitable where this 
type of resistance is concerned. 
A key question here therefore is what might feasibly be considered as resistance. 
Evidently, if all the behaviours proposed above represent potential manifestations of 
resistance, it might be possible to interpret any behaviour as resistant, regardless of 
the intentions and motivations of the worker. Gottfried (1994) for example, discusses 
the potential for µdeviance¶ in dress and appearance among female workers. Whilst 
such deviance may represent a departure from established workplace norms of 
dress, it may also represent a broader rejection of the societal expectations of the 
performance of gender.  
For Prasad and Prasad (2000) the forms of routine resistance outlined above, 
despite being pervasive in organizations, are frequently less evident, covert, or 
invisible to the casual observer. This kind of resistance which constitutes part of the 
informal organization may be cloaked in secrecy or disguised as more legitimate 
action. Both Ezzamel et al (2001) and Fleming and Spicer (2003) refer to the idea of 
dissembling co-operation or µsurface acting¶, a phenomenon to which Faison Hewlin 
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(2003) refers as µfacades of conformity¶.  These strategies may enable workers to 
perform appropriateness or acceptability whilst resisting exhortations to internalise 
the espoused values of the organization. Such appearances of consensuality and 
co-operation might conceal resistance, which to outside observers may not be 
immediately recognizable. Similarly, where individuals actively engage in activities 
which constitute impression management, it may be difficult to identify resistance 
ZLWKLQZRUNHUV¶µapparently accommodative performance of themselves as knowingly 
compliant employees¶ (Brown and Coupland, 2005, p. 1063). Prasad and Prasad 
(2000) see the task of identifying routine resistance as µimmensely problematic¶ and 
caution that practices which appear to be subversive and disruptive may not 
necessarily be intentionally resistant on the part of the worker, whilst ostensibly 
compliant actions might mask resistance.  
Researchers may therefore need caution in identifying and naming behaviours as 
resistance, or in taking the word of managers who choose to interpret particular 
actions as resistant. The issue here is what counts as resistance, and in attempting 
to discern resistance at the individual level, researchers run the risk of 
µessentializing¶ resistance, rather than conceiving of it as a socially constructed 
phenomenon, thus µimposing rather than investigating the meaning that subjects 
themselves attribute to their actions or behaviours¶, (Jermier et al, p.10). This 
process of investigation may however not be quite the straightforward task 
suggested: given the messy, complex and ambiguous nature of change, individuals 
may themselves not be entirely aware of whether they are resisting change or not, 
and may find it difficult to consciously articulate their position whilst change is 
occurring (Linstead, 1997).  Narratives often consist of retrospective justification in 
the quest for cogency and cohesion, and actions may be interpreted post hoc as 
either resistant or not to enable the author to maintain discursive consistency. 
Prasad and Prasad (2000) suggest that a µdiscursive turn¶ may offer potential 
opportunity for exploring resistance as it is produced and performed locally and 
socially by different organization members, where contests over meaning and 
articulations of counter discourses take place (Thomas et al, 2004). An ethnographic 
approach (discussed in detail in the methodology chapter) may enable researchers 
to explore the µpluralistic and polyphonic¶ nature of organizations which involve 
µmultiple dialogical practices that occur simultaneously and sequentially¶ (Humphreys 
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and Brown, 2002b, p. 422) and to consider the nature of actions which are 
discursively constituted as routine resistance, and the processes by which that 
constitution takes place. In this vein, Thomas and Davies (2005b, p. 684) argue that 
individual resistance can be understood at the level of meanings and identities where 
individuals µstruggle to create, appropriate and transform¶ the dominant 
organizational discourse through a process of adaptation, subversion and 
reinscription of dominant discourses.  This may take place as individuals evaluate 
the contradictions and tensions they experience in reconciling the potential 
consequences of dominant discourses for their own identity performance.  This issue 
of identity and resistance is discussed in more detail below. 
2.3.3 Resistance as an Expression or Defence of Identity 
Several authors have suggested that workers are concerned to preserve their sense 
of self-identity, and may seek to maintain working practices which confirm or 
enhance this sense of self, whilst resisting those which threaten or impugn their 
LGHQWLW\HJ2¶'RKHUW\DQG:LOOPRWW.QLJKWV7KRPDVDQG'DYLHV
2005b).  Indeed, Knights believes that employees continue to work efficiently and 
productively in part µbecause their identity is tied up in so doing¶ (2002, p.585).  For 
Ezzamel et al (2001), individual identity is not to be found in behaviour, but in the 
capacity to maintain a particular narrative of the self. Workers will pursue strategies 
of resistance against management and organizational strategies, plans and reforms 
which present perceived threats to their self-identity, and which enable them to 
secure and enhance their sense of identity at work. These µidentity confirming 
activities¶ (p. 1074) may be grounded in routine activities and located in non-work 
practices which are threatened by new work systems, as identified for the factory 
workers in their research.  Additionally, the µnew wave management¶ practices 
referred to earlier may seek to manage individual beliefs, meanings and 
interpretations in a way which targets identity more directly, for example, through 
seeking to create entrepreneurial selves (Du Gay, 2000).   
Faced with potentially multiple, irreconcilable and competing discursive regimes 
which offer particular resources for identity construction and negotiation, individuals 
will seek to author µrelatively coherent and integrated self-narratives¶ (Humphreys 
and Brown, 2002a, p. 928). The discursive field within which this µcrafting of the self¶ 
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takes place µproduces meanings and subjectivities that are contradictory, contested 
and clashing...identities are mobile sites of contradiction and disunity¶ (Davies and 
Thomas, 2003, p. 685). In addition to organizational-specific discourses, individuals 
and groups may derive (or seek to derive) a sense of self-identity through a narrative 
of self based on the nature of the job itself (e.g. discourses of vocational orientation, 
managerial or professional identity) or the sector in which the work is located (the 
discourse of the public service ethos, for example).  In these circumstances, 
changes to the nature of the role, the priorities, performance measures or 
accountability, or discourses which prescribe such changes, may trigger forms of 
resistance by those employees who are affected, and particularly where they 
perceive adverse consequences for their narrative of self identity. These issues are 
discussed in detail below in the section on the role and identity of HR. The conditions 
of possibility for such resistance may occur where discourses are less fixed, and 
where individuals, motivated by a desire to preserve (perceived) integrity of self-
identity seek to challenge the subject positions or identifications made available to 
them. One of the advantages of this perspective on resistance is that it may provide 
the opportunity for understanding resistance amongst managers and professionals 
who have not traditionally been considered (Thomas and Davies, 2005a).  Thomas 
and Davies (2005a) have identified how social workers, for example, seek to position 
their identity differently from that promoted within the NPM discourse by drawing on 
alternative discourses of public serYLFHSURIHVVLRQDOVµUHDO¶PDQDJHUVFDULQJ
individuals etc., effectively resisting the µde-professionalization project of NPM¶ 
(p.732). 
2.3.4 Conclusions on Resistance 
This section has considered resistance not as a phenomenon to be managed or 
overcome by management strategies, but as a socially constructed phenomenon 
which varies in its local and individual-level manifestations. The large scale, 
collective version of resistance associated historically with Marxian labour process 
informed analysis does not necessarily represent a complete or sophisticated 
understanding of resistance in organizations, ignoring as it does the processes of 
sense and meaning making at the level of the individual. 
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Current forms of management strategy and practice (µnew wave¶) which seek to 
target individual beliefs, subjectivities and identity may engender alternative forms of 
resistance in the space where they fail to exert totalitarian control, and where 
HPSOR\HHV¶DJHQWLDOVHOIDXWKRUDOWHUQDWLYHYHUVLRQVRIWUXWKDQGUHDOLW\. Micro-
political resistance is likely to manifest itself in everyday activities, and particularly in 
the discursive struggle by which individuals seek to construct, negotiate and 
preserve a sense of self identity, drawing on a range of discursive resources 
including the dominant organizational discourse. Managers and professionals may 
engage in this form of resistance drawing on alternative discourses of, for example, 
ethics and morals (Kornberger and Brown, 2007), emotion (Clarke et al, 2010), 
commitment, professionalism or integrity. 
Researching the micro-political is far from straightforward, and may be best achieved 
through methods which enable a view of how resistance and the performance of 
identity are discursively enacted in the specific context in which they arise. 
The final section of this literature review now turns to the discourses which inform the 
construction of the particular functional/ professional identity of the participants in this 
research: human resource management and the human resources function. 
 
2.4 HRM and the HR function 
A number of powerful voices and discourses have dominated the HRM arena, with 
influential prescriptions for how those occupying HR roles should perform.  In 2001, 
Caldwell warned that the emergence of a consultancy or advisory model for the HR 
role offered the potential for the occupational self-identity and function of the HR 
professional to be undermined (p. 50). However, as Hope-Hailey et al (2005) 
indicate, µwe know little about how HR roles are played out, over time, in 
organizations¶ (p. 52). The purpose of this section is to consider some of the more 
prominent discourses of HR identity and performance, particularly those most 
prominent in the practitioner literature in recent years. As a means of understanding 
the broader context of how HR is conceived and enacted in organizations, the 
section begins with a (necessarily brief) consideration of the evolution of HRM and 
its origins, and particularly of the discourses through which the people management 
function in organizations has been conceived.   
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If we accept that HRM (or µHRM-ism¶, Keenoy, 1997; 1999) is a fluid, multi-faceted 
and socio-cultural artefact which has represented a site of discursive struggle, 
whereby particular discourses are privileged and others marginalized (Harley and 
Hardy, 2004) then a consideration of the discursive activity which has structured the 
µWH[WVFDSH¶.HHQR\DQG2VZLFN of HRM is worthwhile. Of particular interest 
here are the narratives which have prescribed the µideal¶URle, identity and orientation 
for the HR function in organizations and how those within the function have drawn on 
such discursive resources in the pursuit of organizational legitimacy, voice, status 
and credibility. 
The purpose of the section is not to establish any µtruth¶ about the µrealities¶ which 
exist, but to draw attention to the multiple, competing discourses which potentially 
shape the identities of HR practitioners, and how those discourses have been 
deployed by various actors. 
2.4.1 The Discursive Journey From Welfare and Traditional Personnel 
Management (TPM) to Human Resource Management (HRM) 
The early origins of personnel management derive from the (predominantly female) 
welfare officers appointed by philanthropic industrialists in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century, charged with alleviating some of the social problems of 
employees.  The Welfare Workers Association which was founded in 1914 has 
ultimately evolved into the present day organization of HR professionals, the 
Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD).  µTraditional Personnel 
Management¶ is largely associated with the post war period when employment 
legislation was introduced by successive interventionist Governments with the aim of 
improving conditions for workers, and pluralist and collectivist principles prevailed. 
A number of authors have charted the evolution from personnel management to 
HRM, identifying the key differences in focus, aims and philosophy (e.g. Guest, 
1987; Storey, 1992; Legge, 1995).  It would be spurious to claim that there is 
consensus on what constitutes HRM (Paauwe and Boselie, 2005), as there has been 
considerable ambiguity in the use of the term (Redman and Wilkinson, 2005), and 
.HHQR\KDVVXJJHVWHGWKDWWKHWHUPµ+50¶LVDIORating or empty signifier, 
open to articulation, inscription, interpretation in multiple forms and with multiple 
ends.  
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Whilst some writers have suggested that in practice, there is little difference between 
the two, (e.g. Legge, 1995; Gennard and Kelly, 1997) it is, nevertheless possible to 
identify some of the differences in the discourses of TPM and HRM.  The principle 
differences are considered to be the move away from an employee-centred, 
bureaucratic, rule-based, policing orientation, to strategic µvalue-adding¶ rhetoric, 
marshalling talk of contributing to the achievement of business objectives, and with 
significant responsibility for day-to-day people management activities devolved to 
line management.  Perhaps more significantly, HRM is underpinned by unitarist 
assumptions, whereby previous collectivist approaches are eschewed in favour of 
individualistic management/worker relations, and claims that the interests of 
employees and the organization can be happily aligned.  In this vision of 
organizational harmony, it is the HR department which is charged with reconciling 
the interests of employees with those of all other stakeholders (Ulrich and 
Brockbank, 2005; discussed in more detail below).  
Some authors question the notion that HRM can serve the interests of employees; 
Mueller and Carter, for example, (2005: p. 369) believe that it is no coincidence that 
HRM emerged at a time when the balance of power in employment relations 
underwent a µseismic shift¶  in favour of management and shareholders.  They 
believe that an increased orientation towards markets, enterprise and the freedom of 
WKHPDQDJHUWRDFWZKLFKFKDUDFWHULVHGWKHHDUO\¶VRSHQHGXSWKHµontological 
space for HRM¶. Similarly, Bratton and Gold (2007) characterise HRM as the 
historical outcome of a rising neo-liberalist ideology representing the dominant 
managerialist thinking. Torrington et al (2005) suggest that in the extent to which 
HRM is mainly directed at the needs of management, µIt is totally identified with 
management interests¶ (p. 10). According to Keenoy (1999), HRM may be 
considered variably as µmanagerialist gloss¶ (p.827), µa mask for managerial 
opportunism¶ (p.829), and heavily influenced by µmanagerialist hyperbole¶ (p. 837) In 
this respect, HRM represents a major departure from the espoused aims of 
paternalistic personnel management. The aspect of HRM which has µmost excited 
practitioners¶  is perhaps the claim that HRM as a new and distinctive approach can 
µdevelop and utilise the potential of human resources to the full in pursuit of the 
organization¶VVWUDWHJLFREMHFWLYHV¶ (Redman and Wilkinson, 2005, p.4).   
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A range of models of HRM has been proposed, principally in the US and UK, which 
offer the claim that appropriate people management can provide the source of 
organizational competitive advantage if the right policies and practices can be 
identified.  Two key dimensions exist against which models might be evaluated: their 
bias for µbest fit¶, or alignment of HR policies and practices with strategic business 
contingencies (e.g. Fombrun, Tichy and Devanna1984; Hendy and Pettigrew, 1990) 
or for µbest practice¶, essentially a prescriptive approach which recommends specific 
µbundles¶ of HR practices which may be universally applied, with positive outcomes, 
regardless of context (e.g. Pfeffer, 1994; Guest, 1997).  This approach is often 
referred to as µhigh performance¶ or µhigh commitment¶ HRM (contrasted with µcontrol¶ 
systems of HRM, e.g. Arthur, 1994), and is underpinned by the premise that the 
effects of implementing a number of well chosen HRM practices will combine 
synergistically to reinforce a high commitment paradigm in organizational culture, 
ultimately leading to superior organizational performance (Marchington and 
Wilkinson, 2005).  This introduces the second (related) dimension by which 
approaches to HRM have been classified: the notions of µhard¶ and µsoft¶ approaches.  
The µhard¶ approach to HRM based on the premise of µutilitarian instrumentalism¶ 
(Legge, 2005, p.105)  views employees as a resource like any other, as a factor of 
production to be used as management sees fit in the pursuit of business objectives 
(Boyne et al, 1999; Jaconelli and Sheffield, 2000). A philosophy of µdevelopmental 
humanism¶ (Legge, 2005, p.105) informs the µsoft¶ approach, premised on the notion 
that excellent performance is only possible if employees feel a sense of motivation, 
commitment and job satisfaction as a result of HR policies which focus on the long-
term loyalty, development and retention of workers.    Despite the claim that HRM is 
a generic term which µincludes anything and everything associated with the 
management of employment relationships in the firm¶ (Boxall and Purcell, 2000, 
p.184), it is the soft/high commitment version of HRM which has received most 
attention, and some authors claim that it is exclusively this approach which 
represents HRM (Storey, 1995).  However, the labels µsoft¶ and µhigh commitment¶ 
may represent a rather misleading rhetoric. For example, Boyne et al (1999) believe 
that despite the µsoft¶ discourses deployed by many organizations, particularly in the 
private sector, the experience reported by employees is more consistent with the 
µhard¶ version (Truss et al, 1997), and Marchington and Grugulis (2000) suggest that 
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some µhigh commitment¶ practices may actually result in a greater sense of control 
and work intensification on the part of employees.  
Both the practitioner and academic literature focus heavily on the notion that the 
alignment of HR and business strategies will be conducive to superior organizational 
performance, and much of this literature has been dominated by uncritical, 
functionalist prescriptions (Watson, 2004) for how HR might become more strategic, 
value-added, business-serving, and bottom-line orientated (e.g.Ulrich, 1997,1998;  
Beer, 1997; Ulrich and Beatty, 2001; Brockbank, 1999) .The HR function has been 
exhorted to cast off its traditional reactive, prescriptive and administrative mantle, 
and to become more µproactive, descriptive and executive¶ (Budhwar, 2000).The 
extent to which HRM is considered genuinely strategic, thereby held to contribute 
more tangibly to the performance of the organization has been debated at length, 
particularly in the context of the realist and positivistic assumptions which underpin 
such claims.  Paauwe and Boselie (2005) review the range of problems entailed 
within this somewhat simplistic assertion, and suggest that the need to and 
possibilities for establishing this business strategy/HR link have been overplayed. 
Research has attempted to establish clear links between, high commitment or best 
practice HRM, and advocates support the claims that the effects of such  practices 
are µreal, economically significant and general¶ (Pfeffer, 1998, pp.33-34), leading to 
µpositive outcomes for all types of firms¶ (Huselid, 1995, p.644). This has been tested 
in a range of organizational settings, including an assessment of the adoption of 
HRM practices and patient mortality rates in the NHS (West et al, 2002).  The 
majority of literature addressing HRM is premised on such realist assumptions and 
cause and effect explanations of both HRM and performance.  Despite enthusiasm 
for this form of HRM there is little available evidence supporting the HRM-
performance link (Gerhart, 2004; in Paauwe and Boselie, 2005).  Nevertheless, there 
is evidence that the popularity of HRM and the claims made for it continue unabated. 
Such approaches fail to consider the possibility that HRM is predominantly a 
discursive construct, a fluid and ambiguous phenomenon whose aim and effect as a 
language µproject¶ is principally to shift perceptions of reality (Keenoy, 1990; 1999).  
What is clear is that the enthusiasm with which such claims have been greeted in 
practitioner arenas in particular has led to a prevalence of unquestioned, 
unchallenged HRM discourse(s). For example, the unquestioned notion of a 
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µstrategic¶ orientation for HRM has been at the centre of this debate, with arguments 
about the possibilities and consequences of such an achievement dominating the 
literature.  µStrategicness¶ is presented unproblematically, with even the critical 
literature focusing not on the questionability of its possibility or on the largely 
unchalleneged maxim of its necessity, but on the potential consequences for other 
aspects of the HR role, e.g. as custodian of organizational values, or of employee 
well-being (see, for example, Nkomo and Ensley, 1999; Francis and Keegan, 2006; 
Harris, 2007).  
It would appear that µbeing strategic¶ (in whatever form that might take) has largely 
become the sine qua non for the HR function, although Nkomo and Ensley (1999) 
suggest that it is not self-HYLGHQWWKDWWKLVVKRXOGEHWKHFDVHDQGWKDW+5¶V
µcourtship¶ of the strategic discourse limits other ways of thinking about people in 
organizations. A further criticism of this µcourtship¶ derives from the fact that µstrategy¶ 
and strategising are not themselves unchallenged discourses, and  the µslipperiness¶  
of these discourses has been well documented elsewhere (for a discussion of the 
µstrategy¶ literature, see Ezzamel and Willmott, 2008). 
2.4.2 The Role of HR and the HR function: achieving legitimacy? 
As Redman and Wilkinson (2005) indicate, current practitioners of people 
management in organizations are no longer personnel officers, but have been 
µrebranded¶ as HR managers.  Caldwell (2003) suggests that personnel managers 
are µpast masters¶ at reinventing their role (p.84), and with ubiquitous assertions that 
those within the HR function need to µtransform how they are perceived¶ (Beatty et al, 
2007), to bridge the µpersonnel credibility gap¶ (Keenoy, 1997), µto gain reputational 
effectiveness¶ (Gratton and Truss, 2007), and to µwin broad acceptance¶ in order to 
achieve greater µconfidence in their role in the organization¶ (Tarplett, 2000), it is 
perhaps not surprising that HR has been described variably as µpolitical animals¶ 
(Tyson and Fell, 1992) and µchameleons¶ (Hope-Hailey et al, 1997).This quest for 
legitimacy and status may be associated with the tensions inherent within the nature 
of personnel/HR work: the function has been held responsible for achieving both the 
control and consent of employees (Watson, 2002), for delivering both justice and 
efficiency in the employment relationship (Harris, 2007). For Watson, such dilemmas 
64 
Sue Kinsey-HR identity in local government 
may lead to µoccupational insecurity¶, with implications for µthe identity work which 
members of such an occupation have to do¶ (2002, p.102). 
The quest for credibility and legitimacy for the HR function is by no means a new 
phenomenon. As early as 1954, Drucker reported the apparent inability of personnel 
administrators to prove their contribution DQGWKHLUVHDUFKIRUDµJLPPLFN¶ZLWKZKLFK
to impress management (Drucker, 1954). The trend apparently continued even after 
the advent of HRM and its promise of higher status for the function, with HR 
employees engaging in impression management, in an attempt to make an impact 
on senior managers through high profile innovations (Marchington, 1995). Legge 
offers a rather more self-seeking characterisation on the part of HR as a µwillingness 
to adopt different roles and rhetorics to suit the contingencies of the times and to 
exploit possible bases of power,¶ Legge (1995, p. 53.) This certainly echoes the 
µH[HUFLVHLQUHLQYHQWLRQ¶ suggested by Ferris et al (2007), through which HR casts off 
its old identity and transforms itself into a newly strategic and multi-faceted function.  
More recently, some authors have suggested that the HR function has acquired 
greater legitimacy and established a clear and credible identity through articulating a 
contribution to organizational strategy and performance in line with senior 
management demands (see for example Shipton and Davies, 2008; Marchington, 
2008). For Guest and King (2004), any tensions or ambiguities facing the function 
which might have arisen from a need to balance the needs of management with a 
concern for employee interests (as articulated by Legge, 1978) are of little relevance 
now as the function has evolved a more clear-cut alignment with management. 
&RPELQHGZLWKWKHUDWKHUQDUURZGHILQLWLRQVRIµSHUIRUPDQFH¶HQWDLOHGLQWKHOLWHUDWXUH
(predominantly financial and organizational; see for example Guest, 2011), and the 
FRQVWDQWTXHVWIRU+5µPHWULFV¶7RRWHOOHWDOWRGHPRQVWUDWHFRQWULEXWLRQLQ
terms of managerially-GHILQHGµYDOXHDGGHG¶WKLV suggests a limited role for the 
IXQFWLRQLQOLQHZLWK/HJJH¶VFRQFHSWRIWKHµFRQIRUPLVWLQQRYDWRU¶7KH+5
practitioners assumes this role, she suggested, when they operate within the 
dominant organizational values and goals and define professionalism in terms of 
µacquiring expertise that will enable him (sic) to demonstrate a closer relationship 
between his activities (means) and organizational success criteria (ends). (p. 79). 
7KLVLVFRQWUDVWHGZLWKWKHGHYLDQWLQQRYDWRUµwho attempts to change this 
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means/ends relationship by gaining acceptance for a different set of criteria for the 
evaluation of organizational success and his (sic) contribution to it¶S 
 
Perhaps the explanation for this alignment of HR with management, and the 
µQDWXUDOL]DWLRQ¶RIWKLVDOLJQPHQW as a taken-for-granted orientation for the HR 
IXQFWLRQLVWREHIRXQGLQWKHGRPLQDQFHRI8OULFK¶VZRUNRYHUWKHSDVW\HDUVDQG
this is discussed in the next section. 
2.4.3 µ8OULFKLVDWLRQ¶RIWKHIXQFWLRQ 
Perhaps the most influential proponent of this µnew HR¶, with clear prescriptions for 
the roles which a successful HR function must fulfil is Ulrich, whose 1997 typology 
has gained a predominant position and has tended to be uncritically accepted 
(Kirkbride and Ward, 2002, p.70), and is credited with leading to µan upheaval in the 
jobs of thousands of HR professionals¶. 
6LQFHWKHHDUO\¶V8OULFK3URIHVVRURI%XVLQHVVDWWKH8QLYHUVLW\RI0LFKLJDQ
has featured as one of the most widely cited and influential figures in the Human 
Resource Management literature.  Editor of Human Resource Management Journal 
for nine years from 1990-1999, he has garnered plaudits for his work on the nature, 
purpose and orientation of the human resources (HR) function, and was voted 
Business Week¶VµQXPEHURQHPDQDJHPHQWHGXFDWRU¶LQ8OULFK¶VERRNV
copious peer-reviewed and practitioner articles and book chapters have focused on 
WKHµWUDQVIRUPDWLRQ¶RI+5IURPDQLQHIIHFWLYHLQFRPSHWHQWDQGFRVWO\YDOXH-sapping 
function (1998) into DµFULWLFDOFRQWULEXWRUWREXVLQHVVVXFFHVV¶8OULFKHWDO
The distinctiveness of his contribution lies in the prescriptions for HR practitioners on 
how they should organize themselves and determine their priorities, and specifically 
on how the function should create a plausible organizational identity for itself. Whilst 
+5SURIHVVLRQDOVµPXVWGHFODUHOLYHDQGHQFRXUDJHPRUDOSULQFLSOHV¶PRUH
importantly they must deliver something of value (Ulrich and Brockbank, 2005), and 
8OULFK¶VKRPHSDJHGHFODUHs that +5PXVWµJLYHvalue RUJLYHQRWLFH¶8OULFK
7KLVµYDOXHSURSRVLWLRQ¶8OULFKDQG%URFNEDQNLVQRWLQIRUPHGE\WKH
principles of an independently credible HR profession informed by its own standards 
and ethical codes, but on the succeVVIXODUWLFXODWLRQRIWKHJRDOVDQGYDOXHVRI+5¶V
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µFXVWRPHU¶SUHGRPLQDQWO\OLQHPDQDJHUVE\ZKLFKWKHFRQWULEXWLRQRI+5ZLOOEH
measured.  
8OULFK¶VHDUO\ZRUNDGYRFDWHGµDGGLQJYDOXH¶WRLQYHVWRUVFXVWRPHUVand employees 
alike, and the function was charged with, among other roles, championing the 
interests of employees (Ulrich, 1997) and acting as conscience of the organization 
(Ulrich and Beatty, 2001). However, more recent writings have IRFXVHGOHVVRQ+5¶V
responsibility to employees than on serving more powerful masters. Targeting 
perhaps the lucrative corporate client his University home page proudly boasts that 
µHis teaching and research addresses how to create an organization that adds value 
to customers and investors¶8QLYHUVLW\RI0LFKLJDQ)Dculty page, 2009). The next 
section considers in greater detail the prescriptions for the role of the function. 
8OULFK¶VFXUUHQWµYDOXHSURSRVLWLRQ¶VXJJHVWVWKDW+5¶VSXUVXLWRIOHJLWLPDF\LVLOO-
served by a commitment to the developmental humanism or welfare orientations of 
traditional personnel management. The primary concern for the HR practitioner 
VKRXOGEHWKHSXUVXLWRIµVWUDWHJLFEXVLQHVVDOLJQPHQW¶ZKLFKZLOOHQDEOHWKH+5
IXQFWLRQWREHµSRLVHGIRUSRZHUIXOVWUDWHJLFDGYDQWDJH¶8OULFKDQG%URFNEDnk, 
2005). +LVDQGSXEOLFDWLRQVFODLPHGWRRIIHUDµQHZPDQGDWHIRUKXPDQ
UHVRXUFHSURIHVVLRQDOV¶ZLWKDFOHDUPRGHOIRUKRZWKH+5IXQFWLRQPLJKWµDGGYDOXH¶
DQGµGHOLYHUUHVXOWV¶7KHSUHPLVHRIKLVSURSRVLWLRQZDVWKDW+5PLJKWRQO\EHµILQDOly 
DFFHSWHGDVDSURIHVVLRQ¶E\IXOO\GHPRQVWUDWLQJYDOXHWRDEXVLQHVV-with the clear 
implication that the function had previously failed to do so. An updated typology 
SURSRVLQJµQHZUROHVWRDVSLUHWR¶ZDVSXEOLVKHGLQDQGERWKW\SRORJLHVDUH
now considered in some detail.  The two typologies (Ulrich, 1997; Ulrich and 
Brockbank, 2005) are compared below: 
Mid-¶V 
 
Mid-¶V 
Administrative Expert  Functional Expert  
Employee Champion Employee Advocate 
Human Capital Developer 
Change Agent Strategic Partner 
Strategic Partner Strategic Partner 
 Leader 
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$GDSWHGIURP8OULFK'DQG%URFNEDQN:µ5ROH&DOO¶3HRSOH0DQDJHPHQW
16th June, 2005, pp.24-28) 
,QWHUHVWLQJO\WKHµadministrative H[SHUW¶UROHZKLFKPLJKWEHFRQVLGHUHGWR
represeQWWKHWUDGLWLRQDOµEUHDGDQGEXWWHU¶DFWLYLWLHVRIWUDGLWLRQDOSHUVRQQHO
PDQDJHPHQWLVUHQDPHGWKHµfunctional H[SHUW¶LQ&OHDUO\WKHµDGPLQLVWUDWLYH¶
label is considered too stigmatised and associated with the old, bureaucratic 
personnel management approach (particularly relevant in the context of a denigrated 
µ2OG3XEOLF$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ¶LQWKHSXEOLFVHFWRUDQGWKHVKLIWVXJJHVWHGKHUHLVIURP
being an expert in the administration of processes and procedures to HR-related 
expertise.  Whilst both RIWKHVHµH[SHUW¶UROHVVXJJHVWDQRSHUDWLRQDOIRFXVWKHPRUH
recent label denotes a subject-specific expertise which may be grounded in an 
apparently neutral body of knowledge which underpins the development of HR as a 
profession.  
The early role of empOR\HHFKDPSLRQKDVHYROYHGLQWRµDGYRFDF\¶DQDSSDUHQWO\
innocuous shift, although the new title suggests that while the HR practitioner might 
be prepared to voice the interests or concerns of the employee, they may be less 
prepared to fight or argue than DµFKDPSLRQ¶7KHVKLIWKHUHPLJKWFRPPXQLFDWH
greater neutrality about the interests of employees, and a stronger alignment with 
PDQDJHPHQWDVWKHFRPPXQLFDWRUEXWQRWGHIHQGHURIHPSOR\HHV¶LQWHUHVWV$WWKH
heart of this role is the responsibility for HR to establish an organization¶VUHSXWDWLRQ
for fairness and equity, ensuring that policies are implemented across the 
organization, and rooting out discrimination whenever it appears. Ulrich and 
Brockbank suggest that the advocacy role can contribute tRDµFDULQJ¶organization 
(2005, p. 26), but that this caring should be tempered by fiscal and management 
responsibility.  The assumption underpinning this suggestion is that HR can always 
PDQDJHDQRSWLPDOEDODQFHEHWZHHQIDLUQHVVHTXLW\FRQVLVWHQF\µFDULQJ¶DQG
ensuring mutual respect , and the demands of finance and management, although 
JLYHQWKHQHHGIRU+5WRFRPPXQLFDWHµFRPSHWLWLYHUHDOLWLHV¶WRHPSOR\HHVWKH\
DFNQRZOHGJHWKDWDGYRFDF\µLVQ¶WDOOVZHHWQHVVDQGOLJKW¶S7KHUHLVQR
suggestion that HR should evidence divided loyalties: the measurement of their 
HIIHFWLYHQHVVZLOOEHLQWHUPVRIµEXVLQHVVFRPSHWLWLYHQHVVUDWKHUWKDQHPSOR\HH
FRPIRUW¶8OULFKS 
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$QHZGLPHQVLRQWRWKHW\SRORJ\LVWKHDGGLWLRQRIWKHµ+XPDQ&Dpital (HC) 
'HYHORSHU¶WRWKH(PSOR\HH$GYRFDWHUROH:KLOVWWKHDGYRFDF\UROHLVSUHRFFXSLHG
with short-term issues, the HC role seeks to prepare employees to be successful in 
WKHIXWXUHµHPSKDVLVLQJLQGLYLGXDOHPSOR\HHVPRUHWKDQorganization SURFHVVHV¶(p. 
27).  This again may represent a challenge when juxtaposed with the need to uphold 
universal fairness and consistency-usually achieved through the consistent 
implementation of organization processes.  Finally, the HC development role 
includes helping ePSOR\HHVWRµIRUJHW¶ROGVNLOOVDQGPRWLYDWLQJµGHVLUHGEHKDYLRXUV¶
DOWKRXJKLWLVQRWFOHDUKRZWKHVHµGHVLUHGEHKDYLRXUV¶ZLOOEHLGHQWLILHGRUZKDWWKH
consequences might be for employees who are unable to demonstrate them: clearly 
µHPSOR\HHFRPIRUW¶ will not be the priority. 
%RWKW\SRORJLHVUHWDLQDWWKHLUFRUHWKHUROHRIWKHµVWUDWHJLFSDUWQHU¶ZKHUHE\+5
SUDFWLWLRQHUVµSDUWQHUZLWKOLQHPDQDJHUVWRKHOSWKHPUHDFKWKHLUJRDOVWKURXJK
VWUDWHJ\IRUPXODWLRQDQGH[HFXWLRQ¶8OULFKDQG%URFNEDQN, p. 27).  The 
implication here is that line managers will play an increasing role in the delivery of 
people management policies and practices, and this devolution of responsibility is 
core to most versions of HRM (e.g. Guest, 1997; Storey, 2001).  The role for HR 
employees might then be to craft appropriate HR strategies (Ulrich and Brockbank, 
2005), and to deal with more specialist or complex HR activities such as employee 
relations, or employment law (Redman and Wilkinson, 2005).  Additionally, HR will 
provide appropriate support and advice to line managers (Currie and Proctor, 2001), 
DVNLQJµWRXJKTXHVWLRQV¶LQDµGHYLO¶VDGYRFDWH¶FDSDFLW\EHLQJµQRWRQO\WKRXJKW
OHDGHUVEXWPDVWHUVRISUDFWLFH¶DQGVHUYLQJDVFRDFKHVZKRµVKDSHSRLQWVRIYLHZ
and ofIHUIHHGEDFNRQSURJUHVV¶8OULFKDQG%URFNEDQNS 
7KLVµEXVLQHVVSDUWQHU¶UROHKDVEHHQZHOFRPHGZLWKDSSDUHQWHQWKXVLDVPE\PDQ\
practitioners (Arkin, 2007), although there is acknowledgement that this model offers 
potential conflicts for the HR officer/manager who is required to satisfy the needs of 
both line management and a central, corporate HR function. Caldwell (2003) has 
identified both role conflict and role ambiguity within the HR profession as a result of 
competing, conflicting demands made upon it, and recent research by the Chartered 
,QVWLWXWHRI3HUVRQQHODQG'HYHORSPHQWVXJJHVWVWKDWZKLOVWWKHµEXVLQHVVSDUWQHU¶
role has been enthusiastically embraced by many organizations in the UK (83% of 
respondents) the experience has not been unproblematic.  
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A number of authors (e.g.Hope-Hailey et al, 2005; Francis and Keegan, 2006; Harris, 
2007) have questioned the wisdom of focusing on the strategic partnering role, 
suggesting that it may be at odds with both the employee champion/advocate and 
FKDQJHDJHQWUROHVZLWKWKHSRWHQWLDOUHVXOWWKDWµSHRSOH¶VHYHU\GD\ZRUNH[SHULHQFH
PD\GHWHULRUDWH¶SHURGLQJJRRGZLOODQGOR\DOW\WKXVGLPLQLVKLQJWKH
commitment of employees. Additionally, the question remains of the espoused 
philosophy by which HR employees might operate: is the role to satisfy the needs of 
µWKHOLQH¶DWDOOFRVWVRUWRHQVXUHFRQVLVWHQWLPSOHPHQWDWLRQRIDXQLYHUVDOVHWRI+5
principles and practices? A complicating factor here is the reporting line of the 
incumbents: if their job security and progression depends on the approval of 
business managers, it would not be surprising if (as the CIPD research mentioned 
DERYHVXJJHVWVWKH\ZHUHWRµJRQDWLYH¶7KHEDWWOHOLQHVDQGPLOLWDULVWLFPHWDSKRUV
are not unusual in this arena: see for example, Gratton and Truss, 2007, who refer to 
µEROGDFWLRQV¶µEUDYHU\¶µZLQQLQJ¶DQGµZDUURRPV¶PD\EHUHGUDZQVRWKDW+5
EXVLQHVVSDUWQHUVDUHSLWWHGDJDLQVWDFHQWUDO+5µH[SHUWIXQFWLRQ¶$VWKH&,3'¶V
RZQUHVHDUFKVXJJHVWVµEXVLQHVVSDUWQHULQJ¶PD\KDYHUHVXOWHGQRWLQWKH
integration of the HR function into the business, but in the recreation of silos drawn 
on HR roles rather than on functionalist lines. 
The re-allocation of HR responsibility to line management  implicit within the 
typologies may not be unproblematic, and the assumption that line managers will be 
ready, willing and able to take over the roles previously fulfilled by the HR function 
may represent a rather optimistic view. A number of factors have been offered in 
explanation of managerial reluctance or inability, including a lack of appropriate skills 
on the part of line management; a lack of time because of competing priorities and 
the need to respond to short-term business demands; a disdain for HR work, and a 
lack of incentive or recognition for taking on this additional work; and inconsistencies 
in application (Cunningham and Hyman, 1999; McGovern, 1999; Brewster and Holt 
Larsen, 2000). Additionally, HR practitioners may be reluctant to relinquish control of 
activities, fearful for their own future, and may have a vested interest in maintaining a 
high level of dependency on the part of line managers, particularly where this offers 
access to claims of legitimacy and status. Clearly this has potentially negative 
consequences for employees, who may be less than effectively managed, for the HR 
function who often remain accountable but not responsible for effective delivery of 
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HR practice, and for organizations if the value of the organization¶VKXPDQFDSLWDOLV
diminished as a result (Hope-Hailey et al, 2005).  
The devolvement of HR implementation responsibilities from the HR function to the 
OLQHLVRIWHQDVVRFLDWHGZLWKDµIUHHLQJ-XS¶RI+5WRIRFXVRQWKHµVWUDWHJLF¶GLPHQVLRQ
of their role. However, the paradox here is that HR might only be offered a strategic 
UROHDVDµIXOOPHPEHU¶RIWKHorganization¶VPDQDJHPHQW%URFNEDQNLILWFDQ
earn credibility and legitimacy through operational/administrative excellence (Harris, 
EXWWKDWLWLVRQO\WKURXJKµQHJOHFWLQJWKHEDVLFV¶WKDWWKHIXQFWLRQPLJKWEH
able to pursue strategic legitimacy (Redman and Wilkinson, 2001). Redman et al 
(1997, in Renwick, 2003) suggest that middle manager reluctance might be based 
RQDIHHOLQJRIEHLQJµVWXFNLQWKHPLGGOH¶DIDWHDOready documented by Watson 
ZKHQGHVFULELQJWKHGLOHPPDVIDFHGE\SHUVRQQHOPDQDJHUVµFDXJKWLQWKH
PLGGOH¶EHWZHHQYDULRXVLQWHUHVWVHJEHWZHHQPDQDJHPHQWDQGWUDGHXQLRQV
Perhaps this syndrome is inevitable for those responsible for day-to-day people 
management practice (whether line manager or HR employee) while people 
PDQDJHPHQWSULRULWLHVUHPDLQDµWKLUGRUIRXUWKRUGHU¶FRQVLGHUDWLRQEHKLQG
marketing, finance and economic/profit maximisation considerations (Keenoy, 1997). 
Finally, the role RIµFKDQJHDJHQW¶SUHVHQWLQWKHW\SRORJ\KDVGLVDSSHDUHGIURP
WKHYHUVLRQWREHUHSODFHGE\WKHUROHRIµ+5/HDGHU¶7KLVLVSHUKDSV
VXUSULVLQJJLYHQWKHSURPLQHQFHDFFRUGHGWRWKHµFKDQJHPDNHU¶UROHLQDZLGHUDQJH
of prescriptive literature (e.g. Storey, 1992), and the original significance of the 
FKDQJHPDQDJHPHQWFRPSHWHQFLHVGHVFULEHGE\8OULFKLQDVµWKHPRVW
LPSRUWDQWIRUVXFFHVV¶S&DOGZHOOFKDUDFWHULVHV+50DVµDSKLORVRSK\RI
competitive advantage concerned with managing innovation and change in the 
ZRUNSODFH¶SDQG8OULFK¶VW\SRORJ\DVµDQLQVSLULQJYLVLRQRIWKH
+5SURIHVVLRQDODVDSURDFWLYHDJHQF\RIFXOWXUHFKDQJH¶S8OULFKDQG
Brockbank justify the omission of the change agent role aVµDUHVSRQVHWRWKH
changing roles we are observing in the leading organizationVZLWKZKLFKZHZRUN¶
(2005, p.24) and suggest that the work of the change agent is often absorbed into 
that of the HR strategic business partner. The omission of this role from the 2005 
typology may represent an acknowledgement that in practice HRM is situated as a  
µGRZQVWUHDP¶VWUDWHJ\LPSOHPHQWDWLRQDFWLYLW\/HJJHDIIRUGLQJIHZHU
strategic intervention opportunities for the HR function, or a recognition that when 
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major change is contemplated by organizations, HR consultants or interim change 
PDQDJHUVPD\EHFRQVLGHUHGSUHIHUDEOHWRµDQLQWHUQDO+5IXQFWLRQWKDWPD\EH
LQWULQVLFDOO\µDQWLWKHWLFDOWRFKDQJH¶¶&DOGZHOOS 
7KHµ+5/HDGHU¶UROHLVLQWURGXFHG DVµOHDGHUVKLSLVVRFULWLFDO¶SDµZHOO-OHG¶+5
GHSDUWPHQWHDUQVFUHGLELOLW\µDQGWKHUHYHUVHLVDOVRWUXH¶S+RZHYHU
OHDGHUVKLSLVQRWFRQILQHGWRWKHPRVWVHQLRU+5PDQDJHUVµHYHU\+5SURIHVVLRQDO
exercises personal leadership by accepWLQJDFFRXQWDELOLW\IRUGRLQJWRGD\¶VZRUN
ZKLOHDGDSWLQJIRUWRPRUURZ¶VUHTXLUHPHQWV¶7KHLPSOLFDWLRQLVWKDWHIIHFWLYH+5
practitioners will readily adopt chameleon-like behaviours in ensuring that their 
identity is continuously evolving to meet the changing demands of the business.  
Finally, one ostensibly small but nevertheless significant point which underlines the 
centrality of HR assuming an appropriate identity: Ulrich and Brockbank introduce 
their 2005 typology with the observation that a role is an identity (an observation 
supported elsewhere, e.g. Benwell and Stokoe, 2006, p.5), and suggest that to 
SHUIRUPVXFFHVVIXOO\LQWKH+5IXQFWLRQLGHQWLW\ZRUNPD\EHQHFHVVDU\µ7RGHOLYHU
value as an HR professional, I must be a¶S-my italics).  They also conclude 
that few HR professionals perform all five roles simultaneously, but that when 
PRYLQJIURPRQHDUHDRI+5WRDQRWKHU+5SUDFWLWLRQHUVZLOOQHHGWRµOHDUQWKH
VFULSW¶IRUWKHQHZUROHS'HVSLWHWKHUHDOLVWFODLPVDQGDVVHUWLRQV 
underpinning their prescriptions, perhaps they too are acknowledging that HRM is 
essentially a discursive identity project. 
The seductive appeal of 8OULFK¶VSUHVFULSWLRQVPD\ be explained by the hope it 
proffers the HR function for greater organizational legitimacy and influence. Perhaps 
QRWVXUSULVLQJO\JLYHQVXFKODYLVKFODLPV8OULFK¶VLGHDVDSSHDUWRKDYHUHFHLYHGDQ
enthusiastic welcome from the HR practitioner community. Awarded honorary 
GRFWRUDWHVDQGIUHTXHQWµWRSJXUX¶DQGµPRVWLQIOXHQWLDOSHUVRQ¶DZDUGVE\DUDQJHRI
practitioner publications, the World Federation of Personnel Managers presented 
KLPZLWKDQDZDUGIRUµOLIHWLPHFRQWULEXWLRQ¶WRWKHKXPDQUHVRXUFHSURIHVVLRQ¶LQ
2000. His ideas appear to have similarly seduced the HR practitioner bodies of the 
UK, US and Australia. The Australian Human Resources Institute (AHRI) operates a 
µ0RGHORI([FHOOHQFH¶IRUWKH+5SURIHVVLRQEDVHGRQWKHZRUNRI8OULFKDQG
%URFNEDQN6LPLODUO\WKH8.¶V&KDUWHUHG,QVWLWXWHRI3HUVRQQHODQG'HYHORSPHQW
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(CIPD) KDVORQJFKDPSLRQHGWKH8OULFKPRGHORIWKHµ%XVLQHVV3DUWQHULQJ¶+5
IXQFWLRQDVDPHDQVWRµDGGLQJYDOXH¶LQRUJDQL]DWLRQV8OULFKFODLPVWRKDYH
conducted research with over half of the Fortune 200, and in the UK was extolled in 
the magazine of the CIPD DVWKHµIDWKHU¶RIWKH+5µWUDQVIRUPDWLRQ¶SURJUDPPHLQWKH
NHS (Arkin,  2006).  
(YLGHQWO\8OULFK¶VLQIOXHQFHRQWKHGRPLQDQWGLVFRXUVHVRI+50DQGRQWKHGHVLUHG
role and identity for the HR function itself has been considerable. Yet despite the 
extent WRZKLFKµWKHGLVFRXUVHRIKXPDQUHVRXUFHPDQDJHPHQW+50LV
increasingly dominated by a normative, consensus-oriented perspective on 
PDQDJLQJWKHHPSOR\PHQWUHODWLRQVKLS¶)UDQFLVSDPDUJLQDOLVHGEXW
growing body of critique has emerged alternative role and identity discourses for the 
function. These draw predominantly on discourses of ethics and well being (e.g. 
Foote and Robinson, 1999; Francis and Keegan, 2006); of trust (Kochan, 2004); of 
sustainability (Janssens and Steyaert, 2009); and of pluralism (Marchington, 2008; 
Delbridge and Keenoy, 2010). Perhaps these attempts to author alternative 
discourses by which the HR function might articulate itself represent a re-invigoration 
RI/HJJH¶VµGHYLDQWLQQRYDWRU¶FRQFHSW 
The outstanding question here is how those who work in the function choose to 
author meaningful accounts of their individual and collective identity as HR 
practitioners. Which discourses offer the greatest opportunities for acquiring 
organizational legitimacy? Has mainstream HRM achieved a dominant, hegemonic 
GLVFXUVLYHµFORVXUH¶LQFRQVWUXFWLQJKRZWKHHPSOR\PHQWUHODWLRQVKLSVKRXOGEH
managed, and thus how the HR function should articulate itself? What hope is there 
for those in the function of acquiring legitimacy through resistance to these 
discourses, or through the articulation of alternative discourses as identity 
constructing resources? 
2.4.4 HR Competence and Credibility 
The question of establishing credibility has already been identified as an issue for the 
HR function, and increasingly central to discussions of the role of HR is a 
consideration of the skills and competencies required by HR professionals in order 
IRUWKHPWREHFRQVLGHUHGFUHGLEOHDQGFRPSHWHQW$VHDUO\DV:DWVRQ¶V
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representation of linHPDQDJHUV¶YLHZVRISHUVRQQHOVSHFLDOLVWVDVHLWKHUµpassive 
administrative nobodies¶ or µclever, ambitious power-seekers¶ identified the potential 
for the function to be marginalised and dismissed (1986, p.204).  In 1993, Legge 
suggested that HR was a profession constantly seeking to secure its professional 
status and legitimacy, and Bratton and Gold refer to µThe perennial quest of HRM 
specialists for centrality and credibility¶ (2007, p.3). Buckley and Monks (2004) 
suggest that professional credibility rests on the extent to which HR professionals 
embody the values of the firm (NOT the profession) and act µwith attitude¶ in dealing 
with HR issues.  
Evaluations by senior management of the competence and credibility of the HR 
practitioner are often placed at the heart of the question of whether the HR function 
will acquire power and status organizationally; one conclusion that may be drawn 
here is that there is little organizational faith in the principle of sound people 
management per se, given that its primacy depends on the credibility of the function 
which supports effective people management practice.  Alternatively (or additionally) 
the assumption may be that line management can achieve effective people 
management without the intervention of an HR function which may be considered an 
impediment in the process-particularly where HR have been concerned to ensure 
compliance with employment legislation or universalistic policy prescriptions. 
According to Khatri and Budhwar (2002) credibility is perceived by HR managers to 
be dependent on their ability to convince senior management that they are capable 
of µmanaging the fundamental HR functions¶.  Only then will they be µinvited to the 
strategic table¶ (p. 178).  This may underestimate the expectations of HR by senior 
management: Redman and Wilkinson (2005) believe that the threat of outsourcing 
HR has been fuelled by senior management concerns about the quality and 
responsiveness of HR functions, and others have identified that the core issue is an 
inability to display the required competencies (Barney and Wright, 1998; Torrington, 
Hall and Taylor, 2005); a lack of the necessary skills to perform their duties 
competently (Cunningham and Debrah (1995); a lack of innovation, flexibility and 
readiness to change (Caldwell, 2001); and an inability to use business and financial 
language, or to describe the rationale for HR activities in terms of added value 
(Torrington, Hall and Taylor, 2005).  Perhaps more alarmingly are the claims that 
only when HR practitioners can deliver µHR with attitude¶ (Ulrich, 2007) and become 
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µplayers¶ will they be taken seriously: µHR professionals must be more than partners; 
they must be players. Players contribute...they add value...they do things that make 
a difference¶ (Ulrich and Beatty, 2001, p. 294). 
Of major concern here is the extent to which these evaluative discourses are 
deployed with apparent objectivity and political neutrality; Ulrich and Brockbank, for 
example, suggests that µAll HR professionals aspire to add value¶ (2005, p. 24).  
Here we see evidence of two discursive devices: the discourse of professionalism in 
HR and the discourse of µadded value¶.  The discourse of professionalism is 
discussed at length in the next section; it is nevertheless worth noting here that the 
measures of HR competence discussed earlier are articulated predominantly by line 
managers rather than by any professional body.  Who, then, are the arbiters of so-
called HR professionalism?  If it is line management, perhaps it is no surprise that, 
as Phillips claims, the HR profession is µdesperately trying to collaborate with line 
management¶ (1995, p.20).  Equally, it may be no surprise if this µcollaboration¶ 
brooks no challenge or opposition: an HR function which articulates and responds to 
employee neHGVDVUHFRPPHQGHGE\8OULFK¶VHPSOR\HHFKDPSLRQDGYRFDWHUROHV
or which employs discourses of equity, fairness and legislative compliance may be 
FRQVLGHUHGWREHQDLYHRULQVXIILFLHQWO\DZDUHRIPDQDJHPHQW¶Vµbusiness priorities¶ 
of cost-cutting or profit maximisation.  µ6HHLQJWKHZRUOGWKURXJKHPSOR\HHV¶H\HV¶ 
may be difficult to reconcile with the demand of µORRNLQJWKURXJKFXVWRPHUV¶
VKDUHKROGHUV¶DQGPDQDJHUV¶H\HV¶ (Ulrich and Brockbank, 2005, p. 24), and the 
unitarist assumptions which underpin HRM may be most tested at the level of the 
individual HR practitioner who is required to achieve a balanced and universally 
palatable outcome for all VWDNHKROGHUV8OULFK¶VYLVLRQRIDQµunproblematic, 
collaborative partnership¶ between line management and HR does not take into 
account a pluralist perspective of µcompeting stakeholder groups, not all of whom are 
united behind the corporate aim of increased competitive advantage¶ (Hope-Hailey et 
al, 2005, p. 51). Numerous authors have identified the multiple stakeholders whom 
HR might be expected to serve, and their often competing and conflicting 
expectations.  The strategic discourse required by senior management may µclose 
off¶ the well-being agenda (Francis and Keegan, 2006), and there may be adverse 
consequences if HR is seen to be µhelping a particular interest group to achieve its 
agenda¶ (Tarplett, 2000, p.7).  HR is often charged with balancing competing 
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interests, and µit is always possible for directors, powerful elected members or certain 
non-executive board members to have the power to dominate other groups¶ 
(Tarplett, 2000, p.12). Caldwell (2003) suggests that personnel professionals have 
always been a relatively weak occupational group, and there is a history of the 
function being seen as too close to staff, and not µon side with the rest of 
management (Tarplett, 2000, p. 11). 
The HR µstrategic business partner¶ who articulates the potentially negative reactions 
of employees to proposed business strategies (e.g. closing a plant) may be 
considered bureaucratic, administrative and unaware of the harsh realities of 
business, and Francis and Keegan suggest that playing the µemployee champion¶ 
may not be seen as a viable career move for ambitious HR practitioners (2006, 
p.242).  The µadded value¶ discourse suggests that value is a neutral, tangible and 
universally recognisable construct, when in reality, µdefining the parameters for 
delivering value is a more or less arbitrary, political and discursive process¶ (Mueller 
and Carter, 2005, p. 375).  Where the HR practitioner defines µadded value¶ in ways 
which do not meet the approval of senior management (for example by defending 
the interests of employees in the pursuit of long-term loyalty and commitment), they 
may yet again be considered to be lacking in credibility. 
The credibility and status of HR may depend in such circumstances on its ability to 
µconcentrate on priorities as defined by the business¶ (Torrington, Hall and Taylor, 
2005, p. 43), priorities often driven by the interests of shareholders or the demands 
of Government. Whilst the CIPD (2007) suggests that the HR function may need to 
µbuy in¶ customers as diverse as line managers, employees, ex-employees and 
shareholders, Harris (2007) concluded that HR staff in local government identified 
their role primarily as one of providing a service to line management: a positive view 
RIWKHIXQFWLRQFDQRQO\EHHVWDEOLVKHGE\HQJDJLQJZLWKOLQHPDQDJHUV¶LPPHGLDWH
FRQFHUQVSDUWLFXODUO\DVWKHIXQFWLRQ¶VSHUIRUPDQFHLVDVVHVVHGµon the perception 
of line managers rather than on its strategic contribution¶ (p.41).The cost therefore of 
securing µa place at the strategic table¶ may be the loss of a voice representing or 
defending employee views and interests, a conundrum which Caldwell summarises 
as a choice between µidentifying with the business manager role or embracing softer 
variants of HRM¶ (2001, p. 46).  Indeed, Ulrich himself acknowledged the difficulties 
for the HR function in establishing a clear identity and role when he emphasised that 
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the multiple roles which the HR function is required to fulfil are inherently paradoxical 
(1997, p. 47).  Perhaps the shrewd HR practitioner will be fluent in a range of 
discourses, deploying them cautiously dependent on context and audience. 
2.4.5 HR Roles and Power 
One important dimension of the roles of HR which receives insufficient attention in 
the typologies outlined above is the function of the power (or perceived power) in the 
relationship between the HR function and line/senior management.  Two frameworks 
which may offer an insight into the potential power dynamics affecting the role and 
position of HR in the wider organizational context are those of Legge (1978) and 
Storey (1992).  Whilst both have been criticised for failing to capture the complexity 
of the personnel/HR role, they nevertheless offer an insight into how HR practitioners 
may be constrained by their lack of power and credibility in organizations.  Legge 
(1978) identified two potential roles which personnel managers might adopt in order 
to develop power and influence in organizations: the µconformist innovator¶ and 
µdeviant innovator¶ roles.  The former is likely to develop and implement HR solutions 
aligned with existing business priorities and definitions of added value.  The latter will 
be more likely to adopt an independent µprofessional¶ stance and propose new ideas 
or values by which organizations might be evaluated, including wider social 
considerations.  Clearly this is a risky strategy unless the HR practitioner has an 
established power base from which to argue; a conformist stance deploying the 
discourse of organizationally dictated priorities is more likely to accord with demands 
from the organization for HR to demonstrate business awareness. (In reality, 
UHVHDUFKLQWKH¶VVXJJHVWHG, the Personnel/HR function rarely adopted either 
stance, with only scant evidence in favour of the conformist innovator role; Guest, 
1991; Clark, 1993; Hope-Hailey et al, 1997). Perhaps it is no surprise that Gratton 
and Truss (2007) see µassuming a line management mindset¶ (p.401) as a benefit of 
strategic partnering, if only for the survival of the function.  Indeed, they suggest that 
access to greater resources for HR will be secured by achieving the business goals 
of the line.  If HR departments are to strive for µinstrumental legitimacy¶, they are 
most likely to be successful by µproviding constituents with what they demand¶, and 
gaining a positive reputation through abiding by the norms and values of the 
organization (Ferris et al, 2007).  The CIPD (2007) report on the changing nature of 
the HR function suggests that success might be achieved by µreconstituting the HR 
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philosophy in line with the business philosophy¶QRVFRSHKHUHWKHQIRU/HJJH¶V
deviant innovation. 
6WRUH\¶VIRXU-fold typology of personnel roles incorporated a consideration of 
how personnel/HR roles might be enacted on two dimensions: strategic/tactical, and 
interventionary/non-interventionary.  The two roles which have interventionary   
powers are the µchangemaker¶ (strategic) and µregulator¶ (tactical).  The non-
interventionary, strategic role is labelled the µadviser¶, and the least powerful role 
which is neither strategic nor interventionary is labelled the µhandmaiden¶ (particularly 
interesting given the prevalence of women in personnel roles at the time). Clearly 
intervention is only possible where the function has some power and status in the 
organization, and the µhandmaiden¶ role is considered to contribute reactively, and at 
a routine level, on an agenda very much determined by the µcustomer¶, in this case, 
OLQHPDQDJHPHQW,QWKLVVFHQDULRSHUVRQQHO¶VDFWLYLWLHVDUHµclosely scrutinised by 
line management, with an explicit understanding that any parts of the 
service...judged not to be of value to the business or (which) could be obtained 
cheaper elsewhere, would be dropped.¶ (Legge, 2005, p. 87).  µAdvisors¶ may have 
managed to free themselves from the routine in favour of an internal consultancy 
role, but without the necessary power to drive or enforce an HR or personnel-led 
agenda, can merely offer specialist advice for management to heed or ignore as they 
wish.  Both of these non-interventionary roles may be considered to represent µad 
hocery¶ or µhumble advice¶ (Storey, 1992, p.180), with the ever-present threat that the 
IXQFWLRQ¶VFUHGLELOLW\DQGVWDWXVGHSHQGVRQPDQDJHPHQW¶VWROHUDQFHDQGWKHLUDELOLW\
to been seen to respond to the business agenda appropriately. Playing a simple 
µsupport¶ role may result not in a relationship of µpartnership¶ but of HR playing 
seUYDQWWRPDQDJHPHQW¶Vµmaster¶, with the suggestion that HR is merely there to do 
PDQDJHPHQW¶VELGGLQJ&,3':KLOVWWKLVPD\EHSRVLWLRQRIUHODWLYHFRPIRUW
freeing HR from the need to espouse other agendas, it does not resolve demands for 
the function to act as the µmoral conscience¶ or µinternal referee¶ of the organization 
(Ulrich and Beatty, 2001).  Woodall and Winstanley (2001) may be acknowledging 
that this is an unreasonable demand placed on any single organizational function, 
particularly one which apparently lacks organizational power and influence, when 
they suggest that ethical stewardship should be the role of all managers in 
organizations, and not conveniently delegated to the HR function. 
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Having considered some of the dominant discourses surrounding HRM and the 
positions and spaces created for the HR function by those discourses, this section 
now turns to with a discussion of the conception of HR as a profession, and how a 
the pursuit of a µprofessional¶ identity for the function might shape the discourses and 
identities of the HR practitioner. 
2.4.6 The µHR Profession¶ 
Personnel/HR has witnessed an increasing attempt to µprofessionalise¶ its status 
VLQFHWKHIXQFWLRQ¶VHDUO\GHYHORSPHQWLQWKHWZHQWLHWKFHQWXU\8OULFKKDV
suggested that the phrase µhuman resource professional¶ is an oxymoron. Farndale 
and Brewster (2005) maintain that doubts have long existed over whether personnel 
or HR might be classed as a true profession, but acknowledge that encouragements 
to µbecome more professional¶ abound from both academic and professional body 
sources alike (p. 33).  The Ulrich and Brockbank typology (2005) discussed 
previously is premised on the identity of the HR practitioner as an µHR professional¶, 
a term used throughout the article. The process of professionalization might be 
considered as fundamental to the function acquiring increased occupational identity, 
status, credibility and control (Lounsbury, 2002; Farndale and Brewster, 2005) and to 
the acquisition of µa place in corporate decision-making structures¶ (Hope-Hailey et 
al, 1997; Farndale, 2005, p. 660).  As indicated previously, the status of the HR 
function has often been considered in terms of the characteristics of individual HR 
practitioners (e.g. competence, credibility, skill, ability to deploy appropriate 
µbusiness¶ language) or through the acquisition of seniority in organizations (e.g. a 
place on the board) or a strategic role which can µdemonstrate its contribution to 
organizational performance¶ (Farndale, 2005, p.661). A paradox exists here:  the 
µprofessionalism¶ sought by HR to enable it to acquire status and power may be 
dependent on the conferral of that status by senior management. As discussed 
above, in this respect, it is the judgement and arbitration of senior management 
which determines HR professionalism, rather than for example, membership of a 
professional body or acquisition of the professional qualification associated with the 
occupation.  In this respect, HR may differ from other professions (e.g. social 
workers, teachers, doctors), as the criterion applied for assessing professional status 
is the exhibiting of µprofessional behaviour¶, as defined by management, rather than 
membership of a recognised professional group or body. The willingness of 
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management to involve the HR department in strategic decision-making may be 
evidence of µthe perceived competence of HR to make a legitimate contribution in 
this arena¶ )DUQGDOHS:DWVRQ¶VGLVFXVVLRQRIRFFXSDWLRQDO
versus organizational attachment may be illuminating here. The extent to which HR 
µprofessionals¶ have secured occupational versus organizational attachment is 
debatable. A µtrue¶ profession may be able to acquire professional status through 
establishing and maintaining independence via high ethical standards, specialised 
knowledge and practice, and moral authority.  However, if professionalism can only 
be conferred through the support of a political, economic or social elite (Freidson, 
1970, in Macdonald, 1995), then the question for an aspiring HR profession must be 
where that elite is to be found.  Whilst the Chartered Institute of Personnel and 
Development achieved its Chartered status in 2000, it is questionable whether it has 
secured the independence or µprivileged¶ position that such status might suggest. 
/DUVRQ¶VFRQFHSWRIWKHSURIHVVLRQDOSURMHFWSHUKDSVPRUHDFFXUDWHO\
captures the socially constructed nature of the professional phenomenon, in that it 
suggests an µendless effort µon the part of an occupation to defend , maintain and 
improve its position¶, persuading the public and other interested parties of its 
professionalism through the use of appropriate linguistic and discursive resources.  
Where those efforts are thwarted, for example, through the counter-discourses of 
managerialism and managerial prerogative, or Governmental interventions (the 
Gershon review casting HR as µback office¶), then the aspiring members of the 
profession will need to redouble their efforts through a more persuasive narrative.  It 
is easy to see why Watson (2002) might identify such efforts as identity work. The 
CIPD has been a key player in these efforts, through achieving Chartered status, 
and requiring members to achieve certificated µprofessional qualifications¶.  It has 
keenly µcourted¶ the Ulrich model of HRM as a potential means of securing 
professional status. Harley and Hardy (2004) suggest that certain discursive µsubject 
positions¶ may be accorded legitimacy, and that actors will draw on particular 
narratives in order to legitimate their interests. Whilst Keenoy (1997) suggests that it 
is impossible to µfix¶ or µidentify¶ HRM with any degree of confidence, the enthusiasm 
with which the CIPD has embraced and promulgated the discourse of Ulrich might 
suggest that a partial fixity has been achieved.  Harley and Hardy (2004) believe that 
some meanings become sufficiently solid to become taken for granted, and in the 
context of establishing HR professionalism, the Ulrich view of the HRM terrain may 
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be just such an example.  It may bHQRVXUSULVHWKHQWKDWLQWKH&,3'¶V
research, the majority of respondents identified µstrategic thinking¶ as the most 
LPSRUWDQWFRPSHWHQF\WRHVWDEOLVKLQJWKHIXQFWLRQ¶VHIIHFWLYHQHVVDQGFUHGLELOLW\
7KLVHFKRHV3HOWRQHQ¶Vµprimacy of the strategic visioning for the identity project of 
the HR manager¶ (2003, p.12). Just as µprofessionalism¶ may be considered a 
discursive resource (Watson, 2002), so might µbeing strategic¶ be a discursive 
resource deployed in the pursuit of µprofessional identity¶.  
Of interest here is the belief that it is a strategic orientation which represents both the 
goal and the evidence of professional status, rather than the possession of particular 
NQRZOHGJHRUH[SHUWLVHRUDVVXJJHVWHGE\/HJJH¶Vµdeviant innovator¶ (1978), a set 
of values, ethics or standards which reinforce the independence of the HR 
practitioner from managerial agendas and control. Three related factors are of 
relevance here: the possibility of µprofessional autonomy¶ (Torbert, 1991) for HR, and 
whether the nature of the expertise and knowledge of HR professionals might enable 
them to µestablish a monopoly of the services that derive from it¶ (Macdonald, 1995, 
p. xii)-what McAuley et al (2000) refer to as µthe professional project¶ (p.90-see also 
Larson, 1977-above); the nature of admission to and membership of the µHR 
profession¶; and the extent to which the work of HR might ever be seen as 
independent from the managerial agenda, or whether it is inevitably destined to be 
viewed as one of the key levers by which managerial aims might be achieved. Each 
of these issues is considered in turn below. 
The professional autonomy to which HR may aspire is dependent on the belief that 
there is a specific body of knowledge and expertise which informs HR practice, and 
that this is exclusively the domain of the HR function.  One of the measures by which 
current models of HRM assess the µprofessional¶ status of the function, that of 
devolution of HR responsibility to line managers (Farndale, 2005), suggests that HR 
is a shared responsibility.  In this context, possibilities for µexclusivity¶ may be limited, 
particularly if HR has low levels of power and influence, as discussed previously.  In 
this scenario, the work of the HR function may be taken over by line management, 
accessed through increasing technology-based µself-service¶ systems, outsourced to 
one of the many service providers offering low-cost/enhanced performance 
alternatives which respond to managerial agendas, or simply dispensed with.  Many 
writers have observed the increasing marginalisation and removal of power from 
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professionals, particularly in the public sector (e.g. Pollitt, 1993) in a bid to µflush out 
the µnatural inefficiencies¶ of bureaucracy¶ (p. 49), and in this context, the 
professional autonomy of HR, if it ever existed, may be considered particularly under 
threat: while µlay people¶ may be reluctant or unable to aspire to the work of the 
technical professions, the HR occupation has never established itself as an exclusive 
grouping.   
Despite the acquisition in the UK of chartered status by the HR professional body, 
the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) in 2000, no licence is 
required to practice; as indicated previously, full membership of the organization is 
dependent on achievement of the postgraduate professional qualification as well as 
ZRUNSODFHµYHULILFDWLRQ¶RIDSSURSULDWHVNLOOV, although it is at the discretion of 
individual employers whether they require this qualification for their HR practitioners; 
and the CIPD has no powers to vet, sanction or regulate the conduct of individual 
members.  Indeed, some authors suggest that far from exclusivity of membership, 
where the boundaries between members and non-members may serve as µguides to 
action and identity¶ (Lawrence, 2004, p.116), the appointment of lay people (e.g. line 
managers) may be advantageous to the HR function (Torrington, Hall and Taylor, 
2005).  This exclusivity is also called into question by the number of organizations 
which operate apparently without an HR function, because they either µdo not need 
or cannot afford HR managers at all¶ (ibid., p.9). 
A key question here is the extent to which the work and identities of managers and 
professionals might be considered as distinctive. Halford and Leonard (1999) believe 
that the literature on both µmanagers¶ and µprofessionals¶ treat the categories as 
mutually exclusive, with separate identities: µtypically, while µthe professional¶ is 
altruistic, independent and creative, µthe manager¶ is self-interested, conventional 
and conformist µ(p.104). For HR professionals this separation is less apparent: the 
term µmanagement¶ has long been and continues to be applied to the occupation 
(µpersonnel management¶; µhuman resource management¶). Clearly the case for a 
separation of µprofessional¶ and µmanager¶ is difficult to sustain for the HR function. 
Halford and Leonard (1999) suggest that professionals are able to retain extra-
organizational independence: µTheir identities are linked to particular bodies of 
knowledge and not to bureaucratic procedures, organizational politics, or even to 
interpersonal skills¶ (p. 105). In their discussion of the implications of an increasing 
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public sector managerialism for research scientist µprofessionals¶, McAuley et al 
(2000) suggest that an important issue for professionals is the extent to which they 
can create a relationship with business and management which enables them to feel 
that they preserve their µintegrity as professionals¶ (p. 90).  This may be problematic 
for the HR practitioner whose purpose is apparently defined as adding value 
according to the dictates of business and management.  Given the lack of both 
accountability to and protection afforded by the HR professional body, it is perhaps 
no surprise if HR professionals are more closely aligned and identified with their 
employing organizations than professionals in other occupations.  Returning to the 
theme of occupational versus organizational attachment, Buford and Lindner (2002) 
(writing about HR in local government) suggest that members of the HR profession 
µmust owe ultimate loyalty to their employing organizations rather than to 
professional or ethical obligations¶ (p.38). 
A final question is raised here about how the role, identity and professional status of 
the HR function might be conceived: the impact of the sector in which the function 
operates. Discussions so far have focused on how management might shape the 
µappropriate¶ HR identity, but the influence of other stakeholders has been largely 
ignored.  When considering HR practitioners in the public sector, it may be useful to 
discuss how the espoused ethos and culture of the sector, and the influence of 
Government as the most powerful stakeholder, has shaped the discourses 
surrounding the HR function.  The next section considers this issue. 
2.4.7 HR in the Public Sector 
The earlier section on NPM/modernisation has already outlined the broad public 
sector context in which this research takes place, and a specific consideration of how 
recent changes have affected the HR function is useful.   
There has been a tendency for people management in the public sector to share a 
commonality of perspective and practice, explained by Boselie, Paauwe and 
5LFKDUGVRQXVLQJWKHIUDPHZRUNRI'L0DJJLRDQG3RZHOO¶VLQVWLWXWLRQDO theory 
as the effects of a high level of institutionalism: the common coercive mechanisms of 
governmental influence, trade unions and employment legislation; shared normative 
mechanisms, particularly in highly professionalised public sector environments; and 
WKHPLPHWLFPHFKDQLVPVFDSWXUHGE\VXFFHVVLYHWZHQWLHWKFHQWXU\DGPLQLVWUDWLRQV¶
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desire for the public sector to achieve µmodel employer¶ status, but most closely 
associated in recent years with notions of µbest practice¶, benchmarking, and the 
pressure to emulate µsuperior¶ private sector counterparts.  An interest in best 
practice approaches has been fuelled by the impact of organizational restructuring, 
downsizing, and µan increasing pressure to provide more efficient and effective 
services¶ (Gould-Williams, 2003, p.28).  At a time when public sector organizations 
have been subjected to greater scrutiny and monitoring of performance (e.g. the 
µcomprehensive performance audit¶ (CPA) of local government bodies by the Audit 
Commission), increased competitive market forces (e.g. CCT and µBest Value¶), and 
progressively tighter financial regimes (Boyne et al, 1999; Coyle-Shapiro and 
Kessler, 2000; Gould-Williams, 2004), it is perhaps not surprising that traditional 
management approaches in the public sector, including people management, are 
facing challenges.   
Traditional personnel management in the public sector has been characterised by 
universal and standardised approaches, with national pay structures and conditions 
of service ensuring consistency and fairness, and often guaranteeing job security- a 
philosophy which has delegated little policy discretion to local management;  a 
commitment to collectivism informed by a pluralist perspective and evidenced 
through the mechanisms of consultation, negotiation and collective bargaining with 
trade unions; a commitment to the status of µmodel employer¶, as indicated above, 
setting standards for private sector organizations to follow, particularly in the area of 
equal opportunities; and a welfare-centred, paternalistic style of management 
designed to promote the well-being of workers (Farnham and Horton, 1996, 1999; 
Boyne et al, 1999; Horton, 2000; Gould ±Williams, 2003).  The role of the 
personnel/HR function in the public sector has traditionally been conceived of as that 
of an administrative, bureaucratic function with a focus on process, offering advice, 
and ensuring policy compliance through monitoring and enforcing standardized rules 
and procedures (Farnham and Horton, 1996; Horton, 2000; Truss, 2003). The HR 
function has also been  characterised as µa centralised, bureaucratic HR structure, 
processes and systems¶,  focusing  more on performing administrative and functional 
expert roles than on strategic activities (Teo and Crawford, 2005, p.2-3). Harris et al 
(2002) suggest that that the HR function was µover-controlling¶, and had achieved a 
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dominance which resulted in the removal of ownership for the conduct of the 
employment relationship from line management.  
2.4.8 µReform¶ of Personnel Management/HRM in the Public Sector 
This µtraditional pattern of HRM¶ in the public sector has latterly been considered to 
be µa barrier to better organizational performance¶ (Boyne et al, 1999, p. 411). 
Ingraham (2005, p. 521) claims that the reform of HRM has constituted a prominent 
part of broader governmental reform and change in many nations for the past twenty 
years, and Brown (2004) suggests that HRM has played a central role in public 
sector reform, and that its contribution to understanding the constituent elements of 
the µnew¶ public sector is significant (p. 308). The new managerialism underpinning 
public sector reform includes a shift of emphasis from µadministration¶ to 
µmanagement¶ in the pursuit of enhanced efficiency, effectiveness and quality of 
service.  This shift includes new ways of managing public sector employees, and 
places the philosophy and practices of HRM at the centre of public sector reform.  
Interestingly the move from µTPM¶ to HRM might be said to mirror the claimed shift in 
the public sector from OPA to NPM/modernisation, and certainly the discourses 
share much in common (e.g. devolution/local responsibility; performance orientation 
and µadding value¶; anti-bureaucracy and rules; maximising use of resources). Boyne 
et al (1999) believe that all four of the traditional features of personnel 
management/HRM in the public sector described above have been weakened in 
response to economic constraints and a desire to improve organizational 
performance. Farnham and Horton (1996, p.324) offer a four-fold characterisation of  
the shift from traditional personnel management to the new people management 
approaches demanded by new public management:  a shift to a strategic role for the 
personnel/HR function; a move to a more rationalist (rather than paternalistic) style 
of management; less standardised and more flexible employment practices; dualist 
rather than collectivist industrial relations (incorporating both pluralist and 
individualist elements); and a move from µmodel employer¶ status to that of µnew 
mode¶ employer, borrowing from private sector ideas and practice rather than acting 
as exemplars to the private sector. The use of appropriate people management 
strategies designed to use people as productively and cost- effectively as possible, 
they suggest, can contribute to the overriding strategic aim of public sector reform: 
µto slim down their size and make what remains of them more efficient, customer 
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centred and quality driven¶ (p. 325). HRM in the µnew¶ public sector, is characterised 
by programmes of decentralisation and devolution, and a move from service-wide 
consistency and rules to greater flexibility and discretion at the level of local 
managers and supervisors (Brown, 2004; Ingraham, 2005); by the notion of human 
resources having the capacity to achieve performance outcomes in line with the 
strategic direction of the public sector organization, and a greater concentration on 
performance and output measures. Typical policies include a reshaping of jobs, 
greater numerical, functional and pay flexibility, tighter cost control, more flexible 
working patterns and a move to more fixed term contracts and performance related 
pay (Farnham and Giles, 1996; Horton, 2000). 
Brown (2004) draws attention to the difficulties of balancing µcompeting values about 
the role and purpose of the public sector and the possibility of recuperating a viable 
human resource model that considers both the particular character of the public 
service and also responds to the shifting conditions wrought by new management 
practices¶. This highlights some of the problems associated with adopting µprivate 
sector¶ practice in the public sector, in line with government exhortations to compare 
public sector performance with that of the private sector in order to µmatch the best in 
its ability to innovate¶ (Cabinet Office, 1999, p. 35). There is, for an example, an 
assumption of homogeneity amongst private sector organizations in their HR 
practice, and an implicit conclusion that private sector people management practices 
have been successful. The veracity of such a claim may be considered questionable 
when measures of µsuccess¶ which are common between organizations are difficult 
to establish (and may be irrelevant between sectors, e.g. profitability, increased 
shareholder value, growth in market share), and as, discussed previously, conclusive 
evidence of the HRM-performance link is at best tenuous.  Additionally, as Stewart 
and Walsh argue, µin adopting a private sector language there is a danger that 
organizations in the public domain will neglect the values inherent in that domain¶ 
(1992, p.516).  This identifies a problem for HR practitioners in the public sector: it is 
not simply the practices of people management which may be called to account, but 
the values and philosophy which have underpinned those practices-what Truss 
(2003) refers to as the µpublic sector heritage¶ (p.58).  For example, Berman et al 
(2006) suggest that µeffective human resource problem solving¶ requires managers to 
µcombine right intentions with personal integrity, and that they engage in careful 
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values assessment¶ (p. 29-my italics). They do not offer, however, suggestions of 
how µright intentions¶ or µvalues¶ might be determined, and whether those values 
might be different from those traditionally applied in the public sector, but they do 
acknowledge that public managers µwalk a tightrope seeking to balance the 
MXULVGLFWLRQ¶VEDVLFYDOXHVWKHQHHGVRIZRUNHUVDQGWKHorganization¶VILQDQFLDO
resources¶ (p. 23). This may represent a challenge for HR managers required to 
exhibit the µpublic service values of impartiality, objectivity and integrity¶ (Cabinet 
Office, 1999, p. 55), whilst at the same time tasked with achieving improved 
efficiency, effectiveness and measurable performance outcomes. The value of 
µintegrity¶ may be challenged when a shift is required from the paternalistic 
developmental approach to people management which has promoted a concern for 
employee well-being (Farnham and Horton, 1996; Boyne et al, 1999; Gould-
Williams, 2004) results in a dilution of some of the practices and conditions that have 
traditionally set the public sector apart from private sector organizations (Brown, 
2004). Teo and Crawford (2005) believe that negative comparisons with private 
sector counterparts have placed public sector HR practitioners in a position of 
defence and justification.  This may constitute evidence not of the inferiority of public 
sector HR functions, but of the changing criteria by which public sector people 
management practices are judged, and a shift in the values which underpin them.  
Buford and Lindner (2002), for example, suggest that it is the role of local 
government HR to promote the idea among both employees and management that 
µlike it or not, competition is now a fact of life¶ (2002, p.7). Additionally, HR managers 
may be charged with the role of shifting the values of the organization through 
µvalues management¶, which involves µbuilding and sustaining a shared set of beliefs 
among employees that is beneficial to the organization, its members and the public¶ 
(West and Berman, 2003, p. 266).  This echoes the role described for HR 
professionals by Ulrich and Brockbank (2005) of creating a universal vision which will 
unite the interests of all stakeholders, and assumes that such a vision is 
unproblematic. 
There are mixed reports of the impact of the changes in the approach to people 
management adopted by the public sector.  For example, Horton (2000) has 
suggested that public sector employees have faced redundancy, relocation, or 
transfer of employment to the private sector, a removal of the guarantee of a job for 
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life and job intensification, with resultant evidence of low staff morale and high levels 
of dissatisfaction and stress.  This might suggest that far from achieving a greater 
strategic function, HR in the public sector has been preoccupied with the delivery 
and implementation of new policies and practices for achieving those changes, with 
managing the consequences of industrial relations disputes, dealing with the legal 
complexities and tensions of µTUPE¶ transfers, and the task of re-engaging a 
demotivated workforce. Flynn (2002) identifies evidence of an increased µscientific 
management¶ approach with commensurate mechanisation, job simplification and 
managerial control in certain public sector environments (e.g NHS Direct and the 
Benefits Agency), an increase in the distance between the treatment of those at the 
top and those at the bottom of the pay hierarchy, and a loss of job stability and 
security for public sector workers. By contrast, Gould-Williams (2004) found 
evidence of the positive impact of employing µhigh commitment¶ HRM practices such 
as teamworking and training on local government employee attitudes. This evidence 
might suggest that the HR function has been able to influence the attitudes and 
practices of public sector managers in achieving a shift from old ways of working to 
new HRM-style practices. 
The desire to cast the HR function in a more strategic role may have been hampered 
by a number of factors. Harris et al (2002) suggest that despite the impact of 
initiatives such as CCT, best value in local government and budgetary constraints 
acting as the driving force for the restructuring of roles, responsibilities and 
relationships, there has been a µreluctance to dismantle centralised HR control, or 
WKHIXQFWLRQ¶Vµmoral neutrality¶ as a µreferee¶ in employment practices¶ (p. 219).  
Attempts to devolve responsibility for HR issues to the line which would enable HR to 
adopt a more strategic role have been limited in local government by a high level of 
trade union membership and the µpolitical dimension and visibility of local 
government¶, which has meant that many HR issues continue to be dealt with 
centrally.  Nevertheless, Harris (2002) reports some evidence of devolution from her 
research, with a personnel specialist allocated to each department largely fulfilling a 
support (rather than strategic) µbusiness partner¶ role, and a reduction in the 
resources available to the central HR function. However, she does call into question 
the sustainability of such a model as µover-stretched¶ central functions are required to 
undertake major projects with inadequate resources. Of equal significance is an 
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increase in regulatory structures such as employment legislation and a raft of new 
employment rights which may demand increased expertise on the part of those 
handling employment issues, and the desire to ensure that local authorities promote 
their image as µgood employers¶ through consistent and fair application of 
employment practices (Harris, 2002).  This, Harris et al (2002) suggest, may lead to 
HR being required to maintain the familiar public sector roles of monitor, policer and 
HQIRUFHUZLWKWKHDVVRFLDWHGFULWLFLVPVRIWKHIXQFWLRQ¶VLQIOH[LELOLW\UXOH-bound 
orientation and over-controlling approach. Additionally, the requirement of the HR 
function to implement measures which audit its effectiveness may reinforce the role 
of the function as µthe keeper of the rulebook¶ (Harris, 2002, p. 371). For example, 
one of the authorities in her research received a positive report from the Audit 
Commission for its effective record keeping in case the Council should need to 
defend itself at an employment tribunal.  The research of Harris et al (2002) also 
demonstrates that public sector line management still expect HR to continue to 
provide the traditional range of personnel administration services, even when HR 
responsibilities have been devolved.  The role of the public sector HR department , 
they conclude, is to continue to achieve its dual responsibility of achieving µ both 
efficiency and justice¶ in internally regulating the employment relationship¶ (Harris et 
al, 2002, p. 227), responsibilities identified by the predecessor of the CIPD, the 
Institute of Personnel Management, in its definition of the personnel role in 1963. 
2.4.9 Conclusions on HRM 
To conclude, this section has considered a range of discourses which surround the 
HR function, both in general terms and in the specific context of the public sector and 
local government. It has considered the traditional functions, role and identity of 
personnel at large and in the public sector in particular, and discussed the changing 
nature of HR as a result of the prevalence of HRM and its prescriptions, and the 
ways in which narratives of change and reform in the public sector are demanding 
new approaches to people management. 
It has identified some of the paradoxes inherent within both the prescriptions for and 
enactment of the HR function in the public sector, in particular, the requirement to be 
simultaneously strategic and operational, excellence in the latter potentially affording 
opportunities for involvement in the former; the need to be both caring and 
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controlling, securing employee engagement alongside efficiency and profit 
maximisation; the demands to devolve responsibility for HR to line management 
whilst continuing to provide an administrative support function, and maintaining 
exclusivity of µprofessional¶ knowledge and practice; the ability to demonstrate µadded 
value¶ through responding to the needs of the business and short-term requirements 
of line managers whilst acting as employee advocates; the requirement to establish 
µprofessional¶ competence and credibility without a secure and independent 
µprofessional status¶, but by responding to µmanagerial¶ agendas; the requirement to 
act as custodians of the values of the public sector, whilst introducing new values 
and concepts such as competition and entrepreneurialism; and finally, the need to 
act as µpolicer¶, enforcer, moral and ethical referee and record-keeper, whilst 
demonstrating µadded value¶ in terms of contribution to the achievement of business 
objectives. 
As Currie and Brown (2003) suggest, identity is a contested phenomenon, intensely 
governed and scrutinised by a range of actors. Language and narratives in particular 
are simultaneously µthe grounds, the objects and the means by which struggles for 
power are engaged in¶ (p.565).  
These conclusions do not intend to suggest µreal¶ or µdefinitive¶ observations about 
the nature of the role of the HR practitioner, but to highlight the multiple and 
competing discourses and narratives which offer possibilities (and limitations) for 
action which surround the construction of both HRM itself and the identity of the µHR 
professional¶. 
Having previously outlined the broad public sector context in which this research is 
located, the final section of this literature review considers more closely the specific 
literature pertaining to the UK local authority context. 
2.5 The Local Government Context  
The µmuch-discussed paradigm shift¶ (Hood and Scott, 2000, p.17) in public sector 
PDQDJHPHQWZKLFKRFFXUUHGGXULQJWKH¶VDQG¶VDQGZKLFKKDVEHHQ
subsequently referred to as the µNew Public Management¶, discussed earlier, has 
principally been characterised as a move from rules-based and process-driven µold 
public administration¶ to a more output-based and results-driven model for the public 
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sector. Such a characterisation, Hood and Scott suggest, may represent a rather 
simplistic stereotype, requiring more µsubtle and varied¶ interpretations. Whilst this 
may be true for central governmental departments, where, they claim, protocols 
often depended on more informal relationships and mutuality among senior echelons 
of the public sector, for local government, there is much to suggest that the 
characterisation they outline may well reflect the nature of the shift which has 
occurred.  Orr (2005) refers to the µprofound change¶ to which local government has 
been subject in the past 25 years, and Walker and Boyne refer to the widespread 
reforms of local government implemented by New Labour governments since 1997 
as a µBig Bang¶(2006). Whether or not we consider local government reform since 
1979 to have represented a seismic or more subtle shift , given that µeach class of 
overseer certainly has its own particular methods, institutional history and mode of 
discourse¶ (Hood and Scott, 2000, p. 4) what is worthy of exploration is the 
philosophy which apparently underpins the shift, and which is evident in the 
discourses which articulate the µdesired¶ outputs and results, the accompanying 
narratives which apparently justify the necessity for and nature of proposed change, 
and the array of methods to which local government has been subjected in the 
pursuit of µreform¶. 
2.5.1 Marketization and Mangerialisation:  Conservative reforms, 1979-1997 
Whist this section focuses primarily on the post-1997 initiatives of New Labour, it 
necessarily takes account of the context of local government during the previous 
conservative administrations from 1979-1997, widely considered to have been the 
architects of the µparadigm shift¶ referred to previously. Academic writers tend to 
describe µ7KDWFKHULVP¶VOHJDF\¶ for local government as a period of profound and 
unique transformation, unlike any other in history (Orr, 2005), and characterised by a 
hostility which threatened the very existence of the elected local authority (Flynn, 
1995). Under the broad µ(¶V¶ umbrella themes (economy, efficiency and 
effectiveness, Entwistle et al, 2007) of public sector reform, the aim of Thatcherism 
with respect to local government has been characterised as a desire to convert 
large, unresponsive bureaucracies into µleaner, fitter organizations, in particular by 
exposing them to market competition and by transferring some or all of their 
functions into the private sector¶ (Elcock, 1996, p.110-in Farnham and Horton, 1999).   
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Marketization 
This New Right -influenced µenabling¶ philosophy (Chandler, 2007) grounded in a 
free market, laissez-faire tradition, with its inherent commitment to the notion that 
private competition can and should supply public needs, was founded on the desire 
to µroll back the frontiers of the state¶ (Chandler, 2007, p.256) and was principally 
enacted in the case of local government in the Local Government Act of 1988. The 
most significant aspect of this Act was the introduction of a policy of Compulsory 
Competitive Tendering (CCT), effectively a µmarketization¶ of the public sector 
(Higgins and Roper, 2002), designed to µbring greater efficiency to local government 
... through the use of competition¶ (SERCO, 2008) and premised on the belief that 
local authority functions could be delivered more efficiently by the application of stiff 
private sector competition. Indeed, local authorities were proscribed by the Act from 
undertaking certain activities unless they could demonstrate that they were doing so 
µcompetitively¶. The subsequent 1992 Local Government Act extended the ambit of 
CCT from direct services to professional services such as financial, legal and 
technical services.  Inherent in the reform is an implied criticism of the way in which 
local government officials had operated previously.  Orr (2005) observes that the 
policy discourse of Conservative governments relied on µa market-derived language 
of business, competition and customers¶ (p. 375), a discourse which suggests that 
µbureaucrats and producers had too much power¶ and were unresponsive to the 
needs of µconsumers¶, i.e. local taxpayers. Higgins and Roper (2002) believe that the 
tenor of the reforms suggest that public administrators were also considered guilty 
during the preceding era of colluding in union-led attempts to insulate local 
government workers from working practice and productivity reforms, with the 
consequence that local taxpayers were not receiving value for money.  
Whilst the policy of CCT represented a radical shift in the philosophy of local 
government as the only providers of a range of services to local communities, CCT 
did not result in major outsourcing, with the majority of contracts remaining in-house, 
and the µefficiency¶ of outsourcing has subsequently been called into question, with 
the Audit Commission review of µback office¶ efficiency (2008) suggesting that µin-
sourcing¶ might be a route to securing efficiency savings, clearly suggesting that the 
CCT rationale of securing Value for Money (VFM) may not have been entirely 
successful. Nevertheless, the policy continues to dominate the nature of local 
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government reform, with outsourcing still regarded as a potential source of improved 
service and enhanced efficiency (Audit Commission, 2008). Interestingly, this policy 
also led to criticism of the behaviour of local authority employees: responsibility for 
the limitations of CCT has been laid at the door of local government officers 
themselves rather than any inherent flaws in the philosophy of placing responsibility 
for the delivery of public services in the hands of private sector providers: µWhile it is 
generally recognised that strong incentives were needed to stimulate reform, 
compulsion resulted in resistance by local authorities and health trusts, an immature 
market and poorly-conducted procurements¶ (SERCO, 2008, my italics). If the 
explanation of µpoorly-conducted procurements¶ does account for the limited 
successes of CCT, it may be partly understood by considering the unusual position 
in which local authority employees found themselves for the first time ± becoming for 
the first time both commissioners and providers of services through the introduction 
of Direct Service OrganizationV'62¶V7KHVXEVHTXHQWIRFXVRI1HZ/DERXURQ
developing procurement expertise in the public sector (e.g. the Transforming 
Government Procurement Report of 2007) may belatedly acknowledge the extent to 
which the objectives of CCT underestimated the enormity of the shift in role and 
focus for local government employees.  
Perhaps more significantly, the µresistance¶ referred to here was anticipated by 
central government, not only from unions and µrecalcitrant¶ managers (Higgins and 
Roper, 2002), but also from political opponents in the form of locally elected 
FRXQFLOORUVGUDZQIURPWKH&RQVHUYDWLYHV¶SROLWLFDORSSRQHQWV7KHUHVSRQVHRIWKH
Government was to frame the rules of CCT µin such a way as to prohibit the 
restriction, distortion or prevention of competition¶ (Higgins and Roper, 2002, p.268) 
by local authorities. These attempts to restrict resistance to CCT were considered 
not entirely successful by the government, which explicitly attacked the implied 
collusLRQEHWZHHQORFDODXWKRULWLHV¶SROLWLFDOOHDGHUVLWVPDQDJHUVDQGLWVLQ-house 
unions as an attempt to bend the rules and µcushion their workforces against the full 
force of competition¶ (Treasury, 1991, in Higgins and Roper, 2002). The clear 
suggestion here is that local government managers were not behaving sufficiently 
managerially, although this observation may fail to take into account the unenviable 
position of local authority employees and managers caught between the directives of 
central government and its agencies, and the political will of locally elected 
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representatives.  This theme will be discussed in more detail below. Additionally, the  
imperatives of CCT signalled, albeit implicitly, a further development for local 
authorities: a departure from the rhetoric of public sector organizations as µmodel 
employer¶ (Morgan and Allington, 2002) setting the standard for good people 
management practice which private sector organizations might seek to emulate, 
ZKLFKSUHYDLOHGGXULQJWKH¶VDQGHDUOLHr. CCT µLQWHQGHGWRVKLIWORFDODXWKRULWLHV¶
emphasis from the good employer role to the good provider role, away from 
employment and the workforce towards customers and services¶ (Higgins and 
Roper, 2002, p. 269). 
Whilst with the benefit of hindsight warnings of the demise of local government may 
be considered to have been premature, there are clear signs that conservative 
JRYHUQPHQWVGXULQJWKH¶VDQG¶VVRXJKWWROLPLWWKHSRZHUVRIORFDO
authorities to resist and challenge central authority, effectively µdestroying the 
traditional independence of local government¶ (Chandler, 2007). For example, the 
Local Government Act of 1986 prevented local authorities from campaigning against 
the Government, clearly enforcing the view that local government is constitutionally 
subordinate to Parliament and has no right to voice publicly opinions contrary to 
those of the state (Chandler, 2007). Chandler also believes that Conservative 
governments during the era, whose narratives primarily espoused the efficient 
delivery of services at as a low a cost as possible, were also seeking to present an 
ideological challenge designed to undermine the very idea of local government, 
producing what Orr (2005) refers to rather euphemistically as µa distinctive climate of 
peculiarly uneasy central-local relations¶ (p.374).  
Managerialism 
As Hood and Scott observe (2000), public sector reform in the UK has followed a 
managerialist route (a managerial µpublic service bargain¶), whereby µpublic servants 
accept direct responsibility for service provision within defined policy settings (my 
italics), while elected politicians abjure hands-on control over operational 
issues¶(p.13). Under such conditions, they suggest, the emphasis is likely to be on 
controlling public servants according to output and outcome rather than on input and 
process, which are left to managerial discretion and authority. This new µbargain¶ was 
accompanied by what Chandler (2007) refers to as µthe insidious adoption of 
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management values and ideas culled from the private sector¶ (p.270). The 
µmanagerial revolution¶ in the public sector was, according to Chandler (2007) µalso a 
move to loosen the grip of the specialist professional on services¶, with professionals 
µpushed further down the decision making hierarchy by a small collective of senior 
managers¶, with the role of the professional designated as that of merely 
implementing management policies. Clarke et al (1994) echo this view, suggesting 
that µmanagerialization constitutes the means through which the structure and culture 
of public services is being re-cast¶ (p. 4). Interestingly this analysis suggests a clear 
separation between managers and professionals, with the implication that they 
remain distinct and discrete cadres, or a subordination of professional affiliation for 
those who move from µprofessional¶ to µmanagerial¶ status. Assuming such a clear 
and identifiable division between these two groups may fail to take account of the 
µcomplexities involved in distinguishing managerial work from professional work¶ 
(Exworthy and Halford, 1999, p.1). It may be spurious to consider µprofessionals¶ as 
a homogeneous group given their diverse identities and affiliations, and even within 
specific professional groupings it may be unhelpful to assume a univocal identity 
where internal stratification may exist. Causer and Exworthy (1999) for example 
GUDZRQ)UHLGVRQ¶VGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQUDQN-and-file practitioners and 
supervisory or managerial professionals, as well as considering the possibility that a 
range of hybrid roles may exist, µin which the exercise of formalized managerial 
responsibilities is carried on alongside continuing engagement in professional 
practice¶ (p.83).  
Equally, the antagonism between managers and professionals suggested by these 
analyses pre-supposes a resistance to the reforms by professionals, effectively 
excluding the possibility of collaboration on the part of those professionals. If we 
accept, for example, that the HR function constitutes a µprofessional¶ group, it might 
well serve the interests of those who belong to that group to embrace a 
managerialist reform discourse in the pursuit of greater organizational legitimacy. In 
this respect, Mueller and Carter (2005) argue that HRM should be seen as a µproject¶ 
which belongs to the wider project of managerialism. What may be concluded is that 
there has been µa widespread shift in the legitimacy of management in the public 
sector¶ (Exworthy and Halford, 1999, p.5)and that µcentral government and sections 
of public sector agencies invested faith in managers and in the language, techniques 
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and values of managerialism, as the only way actually to deliver change¶ (Ibid, p.6). 
Chandler (2007) maintains that the consequences of the reform of local government 
under the Conservatives was that local government became more fragmented, with 
local authorities gradually transforming themselves µin line with New Right thinking 
through the insidious adoption of management values and ideas culled from the 
private sector¶ (p. 270).   
A number of writers suggest that these Conservative reforms effectively set the 
scene for subsequent labour administrations: Chandler observes that µthe more 
insidious private sector managerial values are still strongly entrenched in Blairism¶ 
(2007, p. 271), and Wright and Gamble rather graphically refer to µMrs. Thatcher as 
the midwife of Blairism¶ (2001, p.1). The next section turns to the question of local 
government reform under New Labour. 
2.5.2 New Labour: NPM in the guise of µModernisation¶? 
Broadbent and Laughlin (1999) claim that the election of the New Labour 
Government in 1997 µbrought some readjustment to the modes of organising¶ with 
the thrust of policy directed to the building of public-private partnerships and a desire 
to implement a defined set of outputs for various services(p. 96). However, the 
extent to which these New Labour approaches to the reform of local government 
represent a departure from what has been labelled the µNew Public Management¶ 
era of Conservative administrations is debatable and Orr (2005) has observed a 
tendency amongst academic writers to emphasize the continuity between New 
Labour and preceding Conservative governments. Whilst post-1997 initiatives may 
be considered to be typified by new values such as partnership and consultation, 
µThe New Labour discourse of µmodernisation¶ is also, in part, parasitic upon the 
earlier narratives offered by the conservative critique of local government¶ (Orr, 2005, 
p. 376). Whilst the challenges to traditional manifestations of local government 
presented by Conservative governments may have represented a radical 
transformation for the sector, arguably New Labour has intensified the scale and 
pace of the reforms. Geddes maintains that the economic and social agendas of 
New Labour µessentially seek to reinforce the broad political objectives of 
Thatcherism, namely the consolidation of the power of capital, and the further 
HPEHGGHGQHVVRIµWKHPDUNHW¶DQGFRPSHWLWLYHLQGLYLGXDOLVPLQVRFLDOHFRQRPLFDQG
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political life¶ (2006, p.79). Entwistle et al (2007) go so far as to suggest that what is 
distinctive about the µNew Labour brand of NPM¶ is that it has been delivered µon a 
scale and an intensity that represents a more significant challenge to the traditional 
public sector than ever did the Conservative reforms¶ (p.1574), and Geddes (2006) 
EHOLHYHVWKDW1HZODERXU¶VHVSRXVHGµthird way¶ approach to public management 
amounts to little more than a rhetorical cloak for the continuation of neo-liberal policy 
by other means. 
 
Cementing Performance Measurement: the Best Value Regime 
 Certainly the µaccounting logic¶ which underpinned the 1979-1997 reforms, and 
which believes it is possible to quantify outputs and outcomes (financial or otherwise) 
and link them to financial inputs (Broadbent and Laughlin, 1999)  continued apace. 
The Best value (BV) regime for example, introduced in 2000 and µstreamlined¶ in 
2001, effectively replaced CCT in local government, and sought to promote µa radical 
UHIRFXVLQJRIFRXQFLOV¶WUDGLWLRQDOUROHV0RGHUQ/RFDO*RYHUQPHQW:KLWH3DSHU
1998, p.50). This regime aimed to build upon but also move beyond previous local 
government reforms, running µwider and deeper¶ than previous regulations (Audit 
Commission, 1998). The objective of the policy was to introduce µa duty to deliver 
services to clear standards ±covering both cost and quality-by the most effective, 
economic and efficient means available¶ (Modern Local Government: In touch with 
WKHSHRSOHFOHDUO\UHGROHQWRIWKH&RQVHUYDWLYHV¶SULQFLSOHV of cost-
effectiveness and competition, although the µrange of management tools¶ available to 
local authorities by which they might deliver BV were elsewhere conceptualised as 
the µ&¶V¶: challenge, consultation, comparison and competition (Higgins and Roper, 
2002). The BV regime µemphasises continuous improvement, the analysis of 
SHUIRUPDQFHDQGµPDQDJHPHQWE\IDFW¶µ (Boyne et al, 2002, p.11), and relies on BV 
reviews covering all local authority functions (unlike CCT) which µrequire the purpose 
of services to be challenged and the most effective means of delivering them to be 
identified¶ in consultation with local taxpayers and service users. BV reviews result in 
action plans which set targets for improved performance, and Best Value 
Performance Indicators (BVPI) incorporating national standards against which 
progress and performance are measured.  
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The prescriptive nature of such a performance management system for local 
JRYHUQPHQWPLJKWVLWXQFRPIRUWDEO\DORQJVLGH1HZ/DERXU¶VHVSRXVHGSULQFLSOHVRI
devolution and deregulation (OPSR, 2002) and the banner of µfreedom and flexibility¶ 
under which BV was promoted (Higgins and Roper, 2002), particularly where central 
government µhas wide powers of coercion and persuasion at its disposal, which 
helps to ensure that reform is not mere rhetoric but is actually implemented by 
service providers¶ (Walker and Boyne, 2006).This complex mix of both locally and 
nationally determined standards is described in the White Paper as follows: µIn 
carrying out this duty local authorities will be accountable to local people and have a 
responsibility to central government in its role as representative of the broader 
national interest. Local authorities will set those standards - covering both cost and 
quality - for all the services for which they are responsible. But in those areas such 
as education and social services where the Government has key responsibilities and 
commitments, the Government itself will set national standards. Here authorities will 
need to take the national dimension into account in setting their own standards¶ 
(p.50). This apparent rhetoric  of both local and national input may belie what 
Chandler refers to as µa harder edge of managerialist leadership¶ where µ Individuals 
are empowered only as long as they are seen to be successful¶(2007, p.281), with 
success measured largely in terms of the central agenda.  
 
Standards of measurement for local authorities have been determined by the Audit 
Commission via BV inspections, with µexcellent¶ performance rewarded through the 
award of µBeacon¶ status to specific local authority delivery units which appear to be 
exemplars of good practice. Conversely, those councils  deemed to be failing, or 
even those judged to be µcomplacent or coasting¶ faced the potentially µdraconian¶ 
measures of local authorities being prohibited from providing services directly, µbut 
also the right to retain strategic and by implication democratic control¶ by central 
government , therefore potentially challenging the µenabling¶ role of the local authority 
(Higgins and Roper, 2002, p.273). Subsequently, performance measurement for 
local government has been reinforced by the introduction of Local Public Service 
$JUHHPHQWVDQG&RPSUHKHQVLYH3HUIRUPDQFH$VVHVVPHQWV&3$¶VLQWURGXFHGLQ
2002, and perhaps somewhat euphemistically described by the Audit Commission  
(2003) µas a way of supporting councils to deliver improvements in services to local 
people¶(VVHQWLDOO\WKH&3$FRQVWLWXWHVDQRYHUDOOMXGJHPHQWRIDFRXQFLO¶V
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FRUSRUDWHSHUIRUPDQFHLQFOXGLQJ%93,¶VZLWKDQRYHUDOOUDWLQJDZDUGed of excellent, 
good, fair, weak or poor , subsequently changed to a star system (4 stars-0 stars), 
coupled with a µdirection of travel¶ judgement, µindicating progress being made by the 
local authority in achieving improvement¶ (DCLG, 2008). The process has ostensibly 
opened council performance to both local and national scrutiny, but additionally 
introduced an element of inter-authority competition, with the Department of 
&RPPXQLWLHVDQG/RFDO*RYHUQPHQWFODLPLQJWKDWDVDUHVXOWRI&3$¶Vµfor 
the first time local residents, councils themselves and central government were 
easily able to gauge the level of service delivery by a council and also compare 
performance relative to other councils¶, with individual council performance 
publicised via league tables. What is less evident from government communication is 
the differentiated nature of the central-local government relationship enshrined within 
the system: those authorities categorized as excellent may win additional µfreedoms 
and flexibilities¶, whilst poor performers may be subject to an increased level of 
government intervention (Andrews et al, 2005).  
 
According to Wilson (2005), the success of BV and CPA is by no means self-evident. 
For such performance measurement systems to be credible, they must be 
µtechnically sound¶ (Andrews et al, 2005) yet despite the increased importance of 
central judgements on local authority performance, resulting as they do in 
differentiated treatment, µsuch judgements cannot be assumed to be correct¶ (Jones 
and Stewart, 2003, p. 24). Perhaps not surprisingly, research conducted by Andrews 
et al in 2005 identified the imperfection of the CPA measurement system, concluding 
that contextual factors such as large size and economic prosperity are more likely to 
lead to high performance ratings. Whilst the criteria used to evaluate the 
performance of local authorities may be presented as µapparently impartial¶ they 
remain µultimately derived from preferences derived from political choices and 
normative judgements¶ (Kelly, 2003, p. 462).  Additionally, as Brooks (2000) 
observes, several services provided by local authorities are not easily reducible to 
input and output measurement, and the process of measuring performance and the 
continuous appraisal of outcomes suggests that µthe operation of monitoring may 
become enthralling in its own right (p. 599), resulting in the operation of what Power 
(1997) refers to as µthe rituals of verification¶. Kelly (2006) suggests that the audit 
functions of the Audit Commission, the µindependent¶ body charged with regulating 
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local government, have been characterised by interpretative judgements of local 
council performance based on its own hegemonic narratives of what constitutes a 
well-run council, with local government practitioners claiming that AC inspectors and 
auditors are intent on µfault-finding¶ and being overly critical, and CPA scores being 
determined arbitrarily (p.608). Additionally, the independence of the AC may be 
called into question given that its guidance often reflects prevailing ideological trends 
with associated values µbecoming embedded at every level of the audit process 
against which local authorities are judged¶ (Kelly, 2003, p. 463).  
 
2.5.3 µModernisation¶ as a departure from NPM 
An alternative although less widespread interpretation of New Labour strategies to 
the µcontinuity¶ thesis emphasizes the differences in tone of New Labour rhetoric. 
Dunleavy et al (2006) propose somewhat boldly that µNew Public Management is 
dead¶, arguing that a minority of its elements are still actively developing but that µkey 
parts of the NPM reform message have been reversed because they lead to policy 
disasters¶ S:KHWKHURUQRW1HZ/DERXU¶VYHUVLRQRISXEOLFVHFWRUUHIRUPPD\
be characterised as a continuation of or departure from New Public Management 
may be a moot point. For example, several writers have identified a key difference 
between BV and CCT in the extent to which co-operative relations between trade 
unions and employers based on partnership principles, and negotiation around 
professional and union resistance are preferred to Thatcherite-style imposition 
typical of NPM (e.g. Entwistle et al, 2007; Walker and Boyne, 2006).  
In some respects, New Labour may be seen to have courted collusion from public 
servants by emphasizing the important role which staff have to play in service 
delivery organizations, although Richardson et al (2005) believe that this µpartnership 
approach¶ has been largely limited to agreement between trade unions and 
employers, with the involvement of public service staff only marginal. Orr (2005, p. 
379) characterises this approach as indicating µconditional respect¶ rather than 
µoutright disrespect¶(FKRLQJ&KDQGOHU¶VFULWLTXHRI1HZ/DERXU¶VLQKHUHQWO\
managerialist approach, whereby µmodernisation¶ arguably masks a continuation of 
NPM principles by any other name, Rose and Lawton (2001) indicate the contingent 
nature of the relationship between central and local government: that µlocal 
government continues to exist only on conditional approval. If it renews itself and 
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regenerates its culture it will be a valued partner. If not, however, one can probably 
assume that it will cease to exist in any meaningful sense¶ (p.21).  
This somewhat lengthy but by no means comprehensive discussion of New Labour 
initiatives impacting on local government is designed to illustrate a significant trend: 
that µwhilst the terminology of compulsion and competition have changed to that of 
partnership and µbest value¶, the momentum of restructuring, cost control and 
performance indicators remain¶ (Webb, 1999, p.752). Travers has suggested that the 
changes were µstrongly backed up the kind of public rhetoric and private ministerial 
comment (elsewhere called µspin¶) that amounted to a powerful critique of local 
government¶ (2001, p. 125, in Orr, 2005), and Chandler (2007) believes that in 
addition to the explicit reforms enshrined within Local Government Acts µthe labour 
party was more insidiously changing the role and structure of the local government 
system through the pursuit of principles and programmes that were not designed 
solely with local government in mind and in some cases without any thought to their 
implications for local government¶ (p.296). The themes of more recent initiatives such 
as µjoined-up government¶, community initiatives and the reform of the local 
government performance management system from CPA to Comprehensive Area 
Assessments (CPA-commencing in 2009), reducing the need for inspection to those 
services deemed to be at risk, may represent µa response to the long-term, gradual 
but insidious undermining of any semblance of community government¶ (Chandler, 
2007, p.298).  
2.5.4 Central-local tensions 
2QHRIWKHWKHPHVZKLFKKDVUHJXODUO\EHHQH[SORUHGLQFRQVLGHULQJ1HZ/DERXU¶V
approach to local government reform is the extent to which the reforms follow a 
µhierarchist¶ or top-down principle. Several key questions arise in considering 
whether this is the case: what level of local autonomy, self-governance  and freedom 
to act exists for local authorities;  to what extent are local authorities merely local 
implementers of nationally determined policy; and what is the nature and level of 
input afforded to local public servants in shaping that policy?  
 Local Autonomy 
101 
Sue Kinsey-HR identity in local government 
:KLOVW1HZ/DERXU¶VHOHFWLRQPDQLIHVWRFODLPed that µlocal decision-making should 
be less constrained by central government¶ (New Labour-Because Britain Deserves 
Better, p.34), many writers have observed that central control of local government 
has not only continued under New Labour, but intensified. Whilst the Labour 
government ratified the European Charter of Local Self-Government in its first year 
of office, Wilson believes that there has nevertheless been evidence of µWKHFHQWUH¶V
determination to keep a firm hand on the tiller¶ (2003, p.325). Pratchett (2004) 
VXJJHVWVWKDWORFDODXWRQRP\LVDUHODWLYHFRQFHSWDQGWKDWORFDOJRYHUQPHQW¶VIRUP
and powers will always be limited by the ultimate sovereignty of Parliament. Although 
the 2001 White Paper (Strong Local Leadership-Quality Public Services) may have 
signalled a departure from, or at least a dilution of, the preceding µrelentless 
centralisation¶ (p. 331)with the Government acknowledging its over-centralising 
tendencies, for Pratchett, what lies at the heart of an espoused µnew localism¶ are 
µconstrained discretion¶ and µearned autonomy¶ (2004, p.369), whereby those 
authorities which demonstrate an ability to embrace reform as determined centrally 
will be favoured with greater status and powers over local decisions. Conversely, 
those who are unable or unwilling to µwork to the modern agenda¶ may find that the 
government looks to µother partners¶ to take on their role (Wilson, 2003, p. 326). 
However, in considering the form of UK local government and the powers delegated 
to it (or otherwise), StRNHULQ:LOVRQFKDUDFWHULVHV1HZODERXU¶V
approach as µcontrol freakery gone mad¶ S%URRNVEHOLHYHVWKDW/DERXU¶V
modernising project was grounded in regulation, and may therefore be interpreted as 
a further step in the continuing trend of control of local government by the centre. 
/DERXU¶VILUVWWHUPZDVFKDUDFWHULVHGE\ZKDW:LOVRQGHVFULEHVDVWKHµcarrots and 
Semtex¶ approach, although he also cautions against too extreme an interpretation 
of the top-down imposition, believing that alongside hierarchist features in the 
relationship between New Labour and local authorities, µmany new initiatives are as 
much a product of professionals in local government as civil servants¶ (p.329).  
Clearly this involvement  may reflect  a range of motives: an opportunistic  desire to 
gain legitimacy (as discussed previously), a fatalistic acknowledgement that to refuse 
to be involved may lead to a µsidelining¶ or worse,  a genuine commitment to reform, 
or a form of behavioural and discursive compliance which is seen as the µline of least 
resistance¶%URRNVVXJJHVWVWKDW1HZ/DERXU¶VHDUO\PRGHUQLVDWLRQ
102 
Sue Kinsey-HR identity in local government 
programme received minimal opposition and some sympathy from local authority 
practitioners.  
One explanation for this apparent compliance and co-operation may be that the 
rhetoric of dialogue and partnership µcloaked the regime of over-regulation and over-
inspection¶ apparently offering the illusion of a new, more balanced relationship 
µwhile covertly increasing central control¶ (Wilson, 2003, p. 342). Additionally, the 
nature of the involvement may be called into question, for as Wilson  acknowledges, 
whilst the New Labour narrative of reform has espoused increasing dialogue 
between central government departments and local authorities, much of that 
dialogue has remained µformal and ritualistic¶, and much of the dialogue has been 
between the government and representative bodies of local government, rather than 
with individual local authorities, with the emphasis on the µconditionality¶ discussed 
above: in other words, if councils or their representatives show that they are 
prepared to embrace change, they may access greater freedom and enhanced 
status. Those who offer resistance may be subject to punitive sanctions including 
µnaming and shaming¶, or direct intervention. And as Wilson reminds us, where such 
dialogue occurs, it can µall too easily become a proxy for increased policy clout¶ 
(2003, p.327).  
One body which played a key role in the µdialogue¶, ostensibly giving legitimacy to 
the programme of modernisation was the Local Government Association (LGA). 
Given the µparty-political¶ nature of this organization, which draws its membership 
from the elected councils of England and Wales, it may be no surprise that they were 
keen to comply, dominaWHGDVWKH\ZHUHLQWKHHDUO\¶VE\/DERXU±led 
DXWKRULWLHV%URRNV¶ZDUQLQJWKDWRSSRVLWLRQSDUWLHVPLJKWHPSOR\ORFDO
HOHFWRUDOJDLQVWRFKDOOHQJHWKHJRYHUQPHQW¶VPRGHUQLVDWLRQSURMHFWPD\EHPRUH
relevant now than ever: since the 2008 local elections over 50% of local authorities 
are under Conservative control, with barely more than 10% in the hands of Labour. 
This raises the interesting position of local officials who may find themselves caught 
between the imperatives of reform from the centre, and the accompanying regulatory 
and monitoring regime to which they are accountable, and the requirement to comply 
with locally elected officials who both scrutinise local policy implementation decisions 
and have powers of sanction and veto in the shaping of local action plans.  This 
tension is discussed further below. 
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2.5.5 Central-local-local relations 
Tichelar and Watts (2000) believe that the µprescriptive and regulatory¶ relationship 
established between central and local government has generated an increasing 
need for internal command and control on the part of senior local authority 
managers, particularly in relation to budgetary constraint and performance 
management, essentially re-iterating the µmanagerialization¶ thesis. This trend sits 
uncomfortably alongside the accompanying µdecentralisation¶ narrative which seeks 
to spread µexecutive responsibility¶ across local government service departments. 
In engaging directly with certain professional groups and µfrontline¶ public servants , 
the Government may be considered to be increasingly bypassing local authorities 
(Wilson, 2003), and creates a dilemma for the local authority µcorporate centre¶ 
accountable for delivering centrally-determined change. Local authority officials 
working as part of the µcorporate centre¶ have often been required to play the role of 
informal µmediator¶ between µthe unmitigated political and organizational impact of 
JRYHUQPHQWDOOHJLVODWLRQDQGWKHDXWKRULW\¶VH[LVWLQJSROLWLFDODQGorganizational 
values¶ (Tichelar and Watts, 2000, p. 226). Thus those working in µcentral¶ units, 
often including the HR function, are required to satisfy the demands of multiple and 
often competing µmasters¶: central government or its appointed bodies (e.g. the Audit 
Commission); local service units and the professionals working within them 
(potentially complicated for HR by the existence of µbusiness partners¶ charged with 
identifying and satisfying specific service requirements located within services rather 
than at the µcentre¶); local councillors, often with political agendas which may seek to 
oppose central government imperatives; and local communities and service users, 
whose requirements may not be adequately articulated by their elected 
representatives. Additionally, local public servants are increasingly required to 
demonstrate evidence of working in partnership with a range of other local service 
SURYLGHUVYLD/RFDO6WUDWHJLF3DUWQHUVKLSV/63¶VFRPELQLQJµcommunity and faith 
groups, the council, police and fire & rescue services, charity groups, businesses, 
schools, health bodies and more¶ (DCLG, 2008).   
Given the difficulty of satisfying the potentially conflicting agendas of such multiple 
stakeholders, it is perhaps inevitable that public officers will give greater attention to 
central imperatives measured formally via audits and inspections, especially given 
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that performance measurement has more tangible consequences of enhanced 
discretion or heightened direct intervention. The hegemony of the AC is bolstered by 
the belief amongst local government practitioners that they are µobligated to respond 
to its duty to regulate councils¶ (Kelly, 2003, p.465). Thus, Kelly (2006) suggests, the 
hegemonic discourse of the Audit Commission µis internalised by local authority 
actors¶. As a result, Kelly (2003) suggests that political accountability through regular 
(local) elections has become peripheral to µthe technocratic process¶ of central 
performance measurement (p. 464).Under such conditions, it is perhaps not 
surprising that µthe negative image of policing and controlling¶ is projected onto 
managers in the µcentre¶ by those in service departments (Tichelar and Watts, 2000). 
Therefore, despite claims to the contrary, µthe state has retained its authority¶ and 
continues to exercise central steering mechanisms (Kelly, 2006, p.604). 
2.5.6 Recent Developments 
In addition to the formal performance measurement systems put in place by New 
Labour, a number of formal reviews instigated by the government reinforced the 
requirement for the public sector to change in pursuit of greater µefficiency¶. Such 
reviews typically represent a view of the UK public sector as µbroken¶ and requiring 
µre-invention¶ along principles of µnew entrepreneurialism¶ (Du Gay, 2003, p. 670), 
and often propose the removal of unnecessary bureaucracy and µan attachment to 
existing practices for their own sake¶ (ibid, p.677). One of the most significant 
reviews, particularly for the HR function, is the Gershon review of Public Service 
Efficiency and the Management of Change (2004) which claims to identify how the 
fiscal constraints imposed on the public sector might be achieved by public services 
making µbetter use of the resources available in order to sustain progress and make 
further improvements in service quality¶ (the Work Foundation, 2004, p.6). The 
review suggests that greater efficiency might be achieved through the reform of 
µback office¶ functions, including HR, through the development of shared services, 
the adoption of best practice, and the simplification and standardisation of processes 
and procedures (p. 12). µVery significant improvements are possible¶ if back office 
functions are µprovided on a more efficient basis¶ and if best practice is µachieved 
consistently and rapidly¶ (p.38).  
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Seifert and Ironside (2004) criticise the notion of µefficiency¶ deployed by the review 
as focusing primarily on µmarket¶ rather than µsocial¶ efficiency, and suggest that the 
distinction between front and back office is spurious, arguing that µfront and back 
room are analytically inseparable, as actual service delivery depends on both¶ (p. 
10). Additionally, notions of µbest practice¶ and standardisation are applauded as 
means by which HR and other µback office¶ departments might become more 
efficient, with the assumption that consensus is readily available on what constitutes 
µbest practice¶. Unsurprisingly, such judgements are not left to the discretion of local 
public servants, and the Audit Commission has sought to provide clear visions of 
what might be acceptable best practice with its publications µTomorrows people: 
Building a Local Government Workforce for the Future¶ (2008) and  µBack to Front: a 
Review of Efficiency of Back Office Functions in Local Government¶ (2008). Clearly 
the µappropriate¶ interpretation of initiatives such as Gershon is still considered to be 
the remit of the AC, and thus it retains its role as opinion former on µwhat constitutes 
exemplary practice in the management of local authorities¶ (Kelly, 2003, p. 465). 
The local government White Paper (Strong and Prosperous Communities, 2006) 
appeared to offer the potential for what Milton (2006) referred to as the µ'¶V¶ 
necessary for a renaissance in local democracy: µderegulation, decentralisation and 
devolution¶. The paper proposed a more µrisk-based¶ approach with fewer 
inspections, but failed to offer a devolution of powers from the centre, despite 
demands from the LGA, based on the belief that µso much more can be achieved 
with a more localist approach¶ (Milton, 2006). However, according to Thorogood 
(2007) the Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Bill which gave 
legislative effect to the White Paper apparently seriously questions the µdevolutionary 
integrity¶ RIWKH*RYHUQPHQW¶VDLPVDVLWHQVKULQHVWKHSRZHURIWKHVHFUHWDU\RI
state to agree, change or µdesignate¶ any part of the Local Area Agreement which 
sets out µthe priorities for a local area agreed between central government and a 
local area (the local authority and Local Strategic Partnership)¶ (DCLG, 2008).  As a 
result, even though de-regulation through reduced inspections may be on the 
horizon for local government, Thorogood (2007) concludes on the thorny subject of 
central-local relations that power still does not lie with local government, suggesting 
that local practitioners will be subject to the whims of ever-changing centrally 
articulated and politically inspired discourses; and that access to power, resources 
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and legitimacy will reside in the ability of local government employees (and groups of 
employees, or functions within local government) to successfully recognise, 
consume and redeploy those discourses as they articulate their role and identity . 
2.5.7 Post 2010 election trends 
There is a plethora of evidence to suggest that the Conservative-Lib-Dem coalition 
government elected in 2010 will continue and intensify activities associated with the 
SXEOLFVHFWRUµUHIRUP¶DJHQGDOHJLWLPLVHGSDUWLFXODUO\WKURXJKGLVFRXUVHVRIGHILFLW, 
crisis and economic disaster. &RQWLQXLQJWKHHSRFKDOEHQWRIµUHIRUP¶WDONWhe UK 
Local Government AssociaWLRQ/*$FRPPHQWHGWKDWWKHµHPHUJHQF\¶EXGJHW
DQQRXQFHGE\WKHQHZ*RYHUQPHQWLQ-XQHZDVµDYHU\WRXJK%XGJHWWKDWZLOO 
have far-UHDFKLQJHIIHFWV¶ calling IRUµUDGLFDOUHIRUP¶DQGµQRWKLQJOHVVWKDQa 
transformation of the way the public sector ZRUNVWRGHOLYHUVDYLQJV¶/*$
The aftermath of this budget and the October 2010 Comprehensive Spending 
Review has seen DµUDGLFDOSURJUDPPH¶RIreforms to public services (Griffiths, 2011, 
p.23) focused primarily on cost-reduction and arguably informed by DµQHR-liberal 
SROLF\DJHQGD¶:LOOLDPVDQG6FRWW, p.516), with significant cuts to public sector 
budgets and a curtailing of the ambit of public sector activities presented as virtuous 
and prudent fiscal management. The message for public sector employees is that 
WKH\DUHUHVSRQVLEOHIRUWKHµSXEOLFGHEW¶DQGre-emphasizes the familiar narrative 
that in their responsibilities for reducing this debt, WKHUHDUHµEDFNRIILFH¶IXQFWLRQV
ZKLFKFDQEHFXWZLWKRXWGHWULPHQWWRµIURQWOLQH¶DFWLYLWLHV6HGGRQDQG2¶'RQRYDQ
2011, p. 135). 
 
2.5.8 Conclusions on the local government context 
This section has sought to explore the current local government landscape through a 
discussion of the main policy initiatives to which it has been subject since 1979, 
focusing particularly on the philosophies which apparently underpinned the changes, 
and the accompanying discourses and narratives deployed to legitimize the nature of 
the reforms. What is evident from this brief review is that a number of key themes 
and associated tensions have remained at the heart of local government reform: the 
desire to eliminate public sector monopoly of the delivery of local public services with 
the claim that competition or µpartnership¶ will result in enhanced efficiency and 
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improved levels of service, and the associated implication that the previous model 
failed to deliver either efficient or effective services;  increased accountability (via 
enhanced central measurement and regulatory mechanisms) to a range of centrally 
determined performance targets and standards, suggesting that previous systems 
failed to achieve satisfactory standards of performance or self-measurement, 
paradoxically accompanied by a discourse of devolvement and deregulation;  
enhanced mechanisms of coercion and persuasion with a centrally articulated vision 
of the µideal¶ local authority against which all are measured and rewarded or found 
wanting.  These reforms have resulted in a complex set of demands for local 
authority µmanagers¶ (for managerialization lies at their heart) seeking to satisfy the 
demands of a diverse range of stakeholders, whilst depending on the judgement of 
central government or its appointed bodies for approval in order to retain some 
degree of trust and autonomy, with the possibility that such approval is contingent 
not on achieving desired outcomes, but on taking appropriate policy choices (Wilson, 
2003).  
Much of the academic commentary on local government reform has centred on 
whether the reforms might be adequately captured by the term µNew Public 
Management¶, a broad but µslippery¶ label (Dunleavy et al, 2005), and whether New 
/DERXU¶Vµmodernising¶ agenda represents a continuation of or departure from the 
Conservative reform agenda. Nevertheless, what is indisputable is that the reforms 
have had significant material effects for local government officers, and Orr (2005) 
suggests that future research  might usefully examine  the verbal discourses used by 
local practitioners in µbringing off their roles and animating the processes and 
institutions of local governance within a context of change¶ (p. 382). 
2.6 Summary 
The purpose of this review has been to evaluate the literature of relevance to the 
main themes and context of the research, namely the public sector and local 
government coQWH[WDQGVSHFLILFDOO\WKHGRPLQDQFHRIWKHµUHIRUP¶OLWHUDWXUH
surrounding these contexts; the nature of identity and its workplace relevance; how 
resistance is performed by employees, and particularly the discursive dimension to 
both identity and resistance; and the HRM literature, focusing on the construction of 
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WKH+5IXQFWLRQDQGLWVDVSLUDWLRQVWRµSURIHVVLRQDO¶LGHQWLW\7KHQH[WWZRFKDSWHUV
consider the methodological framework for the research. 
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3. Methodology: Philosophical Issues 
3.1 Introduction 
The reader arriving at this section to discover that multiple regression analysis was 
the research method of choice might be understandably surprised, as both the 
nature of the research questions and the preceding literature review clearly indicate 
a particular set of ontological and epistemological µcommitments¶ (Johnson and 
Duberley, 2000) at odds with such a choice. Discussions of the nature of key 
concepts such as identity and resistance have already made reference to an anti-
representationalist stance, and have emphasised the processual, fluid and discursive 
nature of those concepts, and the issues of both HRM and public sector reform have 
been explored from a critical discursive perspective.  The purpose of this 
methodology section is to elaborate those µcommitments¶ and to explain how they 
have informed the primary research undertaken here and the choices made in 
conducting and analysing that research. The purpose is not to offer a critique of 
alternative perspectives or possible research options, but rather a rationale for and 
account of what has been done, and, to borrow from Czarniawska, hopefully to 
argue for the attractiveness of my position (2003, p.129). In doing so, the section will 
cover the questions of ontology and epistemology, with discussions focusing 
particularly on social constructionism and relativism which provide the philosophical 
underpinnings of this research. It will then consider the merits of a discursive 
approach and the use of discourse analysis, before considering how the research 
might be evaluated, including a discussion of reflexivity and ethics in the research 
process. The final section offers an account of the specific research undertaken.  
When I undertook my Masters in Organizational Behaviour we were introduced to 
the research process through lectures and recommended texts exhorting us to follow 
the µscientific research process¶. Such a process was presented as linear, logical, 
clearly structured, systematic and sequential.  
All research I have undertaken subsequently has been far removed from this 
prescription. I have discovered that research is iterative, open-ended, messy, 
discontinuous (especially as a part-time student!) and at times, far from certain. If the 
following account suggests that the research has been anything other, it is likely a 
function of the academic requirements of a doctoral thesis which encourage one to 
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write with clarity, certainty and a sense of cohesion in the pursuit of credibility. 
Indeed, as a novice researcher, reading such accounts in refereed journals where 
the research µjourney¶ is typically accounted for in a µmethodologically technicist¶ way 
(Brewis and Wray-Bliss, 2008, p. 1525) and crises and quandaries encountered 
along the route are rarely elaborated can be rather disheartening. I would encourage 
the reader of this section to bear in mind the processual, fluid and dynamic nature of 
research, and the lack of absolute certainty which has underpinned my efforts.  
3.2 Philosophy and Epistemology 
3.2.1 The Linguistic Turn and Social Constructionism 
In seeking to explore the discursive construction and performance of identity, this 
research may be considered as belonging to µthe linguistic turn¶ in social science 
research (Deetz, 2003), which emphasises the significance of language in creating 
and constituting rather than representing reality.  The µturn¶ brings with it an 
understanding of language not as some kind of neutral, objective, scientific tool 
which simply corresponds with and helps to reveal truth and reality.  It suggests that 
µlanguage is never innocent; that no meaning exists beyond language; that 
knowledge and truth are linguistic entities constantly open to revision¶ (Johnson and 
Duberley, 2000, p.95). Lyotard (1984; in Benton and Craib, 2001), for example, 
suggests we exist µwithin a fluid and linguistic reality, through which we move from 
one language game to another, not a world of objects or structures¶ (p169). What we 
take to be knowledge is constructed in and through language; language is not a 
neutral medium for the transmission and reception of µpre-existing¶ knowledge, µit is 
the key ingredient in the very constitution of knowledge¶ Jaworski and Coupland, 
2006, p. 3). Within this tradition, Habermas (1984 and 1987, in Benton and Craib, 
2001), suggests that language may be performative, i.e. deployed in a strategic, 
purposive or instrumental way in order to achieve particular ends. Language does 
not act as a mirror which reflects some objective world; instead it µmakes¶ rather than 
µfinds¶ representation, and subjectivity and identity are constituted through the 
regulatory power of discourse (Barker and Galasinski, 2001).  
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Discourse analysis therefore may be considered more than simply a method or set of 
techniques for analysis: it also involves certain assumptions concerning the 
constructive effects of language (Phillips and Hardy, 2002). This perspective in turn 
follows from a particular set of ontological assumptions about the social world, 
namely that social phenomena are socially constructed, that is, accomplished by 
social actors, and as such are subject to continual review and reconstruction. 
Knowledge about society may be considered a realization, both µin the sense of 
apprehending the objectivated social reality, and in the sense of ongoingly producing 
this reality¶ (Berger and Luckmann, 2002, p. 50). Grant and Hardy (2004) suggest 
that discourse helps to construct reality through the way it µrules in¶ certain ways of 
talking about a topic, defines acceptable ways by which one might talk, write or 
conduct oneself, and rules out, limits or restricts other ways of talking or conducting 
oneself.   
The terms social constructionism and constructivism are often deployed 
interchangeably (see for example Bryman and Bell, 2003; Bryman, 2004) although 
some writers draw a clear distinction between the two (see for example Phillips et 
DO¶VUHVSRQVHWR/RNDQG:LOOPRWWZKRPLVWDNHQO\GLVFXVVWKHIRUPHU¶V
µconstructivist¶ perspective).  Social constructionism has been defined as differing 
from constructivism in that the former µis concerned with social processes in the 
production and legitimization of truth claims, whilst the latter refers to individual 
constructions of meaning¶ (Bleakley, 2003, p. 409-my italics). Constructionism claims 
that knowledge and meaning are historically and culturally constructed through social 
processes and action, whilst constructivism focuses on how the individual cognitively 
engages in the construction of knowledge (Young and Collin, 2004, p.373). Despite 
these distinctions µconsiderable ambiguity¶ remains in the use of these terms (Young 
and Collin, 2004). If we accept the distinctions drawn here, this research might be 
considered as being informed by both perspectives: although it is the social 
performance of the research participants and their deployment of particular 
discursive resources which is the primary focus, the nature of the research method 
(one-to-one interviews) must inevitably consider meaning- and sense-making at the 
level of the individual.  
However, this is not to suggest that the research seeks to deal with individual 
cognition; the interest here remains that of individual performance without seeking to 
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claim conclusive insight into underlying cognitive processes. Additionally, as Burman 
reminds us, the purpose of discourse work is not to focus on individuals but on the 
µcultural frameworks¶ they reproduce (2003, p. 2). My overriding position remains a 
FRQVWUXFWLRQLVWRQHWKDWWKHVRFLDOQDWXUHRIUHDOLW\LVFRQVWUXFWHGQRWLQSHRSOH¶V
minds µbut in their social interaction, and especially in their linguistic interaction¶ 
(Phillips et al, 2006, p. 480). 
Research which subscribes to a social constructioinist paradigm may be less 
concerned with establishing what is real, true or accurate. Indeed, as Tsoukas 
(2000) reminds us, questions about whether social investigations get to the truth of 
the matter or capture what is µreally going on¶ are undecidable. The focus of 
constructionist research is more likely to be the investigation of the ways in which 
social actors produce and act upon µknowledge¶; the processes by which temporary 
meaning becomes (however temporarily) taken-for-granted; and the historical, 
cultural and social influences which go to make µthis reality rather than that reality¶ 
(Tsoukas, 2000, p. 531). This focus on the relevance of the context and 
circumstances of production of social µreality¶ is discussed in the next section which 
considers the concepts of relativism, truth and reality. 
3.2.2 Relativism and the nature of µTruth¶ and µReality¶ 
Rejecting the dualism of subject/object-realist/nominalist debates which have 
abounded in discussions of research paradigms (e.g. Burrell and Morgan, 1979), 
Lincoln and Guba (2000) propose a third ontological stance for constructionist 
influenced research: relativism.  According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005), the 
constructivist/constructionist paradigm assumes a relativist ontology, whereby 
realities are context-specific and constructed locally.  The epistemological application 
of relativism suggests that what counts as warranted knowledge, truth and reason 
are always relative to (i.e conditioned by) some historical epoch and/or cultural 
context.  Epistemic standards encoded into paradigms are seen as culturally 
specific, and µexpress preferences for and surreptitiously privilege, particular cultural 
traditions¶ (Johnson and Duberley, 2000, p76).  Lincoln and Guba (2000) go on to 
suggest that the aims of research conducted from this relativist perspective are to 
understand and reconstruct, based on individual interpretation and reconstruction of 
experience which may coalesce around consensus.   
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However, one of the criticisms which has been levelled at constructionism is that it 
espouses moral relativism, and refuses to µtake a stand¶ (Ashmore et al, 1994, p.7). 
Fairclough, in his rejection of extreme constructivism in favour of critical realism 
suggests that the latter is preferable as it rejects judgmental relativism, i.e. µthe view 
that all representations of the world are equally good¶ (2005, p. 922). Yet this critique 
fails to acknowledge that relativism may be epistemological rather than judgmental: 
the former acknowledges that knowledge emerges from and is shaped by particular 
historical and social circumstances, whilst the latter deals with the universality or 
absolute nature of standards employed for making moral judgments (Brown, 1994). 
However, even this distinction does not counter all criticism of a relativistic position: 
Thompson (1993, in Fournier and Grey, 2000) suggests that neo-Marxists for 
example view  postmodern analysis as politically inept, irresponsible and dangerous, 
believing that epistemological and ontological relativism inevitably lead to moral 
nihilism (Thompson, 1993) (post-modernism being deployed here as a rather broad-
brush term for non-realist, non-positivistic research). 
The ethico-political standards and aims informing this and other research are 
discussed at length below, but I would argue that far from refusing to take a stand, 
epistemological relativism which informs my research perspective enables a robust 
criticism of the status quo by identifying how conditions which have come to prevail 
have been arbitrary rather than inevitable. The critical potential of a 
constructionist/relativist perspective lies in showing that any particular version of 
reality is not natural or inevitable and, in fact, may serve the political aims of specific 
interest groups (Ainsworth and Hardy, 2004). In defending relativism as being 
preferable to the worst excesses of absolutism, Brown (1994) suggests that any 
fears we hold about it might be allayed by shifting to a conception of µtruth¶ as 
invention or process, rather than as some form of enduring entity. Questioning how 
particular ends and interests are served by the production and distribution of 
particular versions of µtruth¶ may de-stabilise and question the taken-for-granted 
nature of those truths, for µif you can detect my personal interests you throw my 
authority into disrepute¶ (Gergen, 1999, p. 21). Such goals may refute the µmoral 
nihilism¶ of which relativism is accused, and resonate more comfortably with 
)DLUFORXJK¶VFULWLFDOUHDOLVPZKLFKHQWDLOVDµsearch for grounds for determining 
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whether some representations constitute better knowledge of the world than others¶ 
(2005, p. 922, my italics).   
My research does seek to explore how particular discourses have assumed a 
dominant and hegemonic status, and how those discourses become inculcated and 
enacted by social actors. Hegemony in this sense is understood as a system of 
control which advocates a specific set of values and visions, which favours dominant 
groups, and which pervades common sense, becoming part of the ordinary way of 
seeing the world (Deetz, 1994). Seeking hegemony, according to Fairclough (2003) 
is a matter of seeking to µuniversalize particular meanings in the service of achieving 
and maintaining dominance¶ (p. 58). This subtle yet routine operation of power 
occurs most effectively through consent rather than coercion, whereby those who 
possess power are able to induce those who have less of it to interpret the world 
from their point of view (Mumby and Clair, 1997). However, Deetz suggests there is 
always the possibility of a gap between that which is µinscribed by the dominant order 
and that which a dominated group would have preferred¶. In this respect, meaning 
might be considered pluralistic and µdeferred¶ in the sense that µthere can be no final 
determination¶ (Deetz, 1994, p.194). As a consequence, any unitary meaning may be 
considered temporary and held in place only by force before it µdrifts away¶ (ibid.). In 
this respect, my research also considers both the nature of such gaps, where 
meaning may be deferred, and how and whether preferred interpretations and 
constructions of the social world may have emerged. Nevertheless, I draw the line at 
layinJFODLPWR)DLUFORXJK¶VQRWLRQRIµbetter¶ knowledge: such an approach may risk 
what Gergen describes as µthe replacement of one form of totalization with its 
opposite number¶ (1994, p. 68) whereby µseemingly emancipatory discourses can be, 
or become, a form of normalising, disciplinary domination¶ (Willmott, 1994, p. 115).  
My research philosophy does not adopt an extreme or radical constructionist/ 
constructivist perspective, whereby reality consists entirely of what actors think about 
or bring about through discourse (Chia, 2000, p. 536). Instead it subscribes to 
&]DUQLDZVND¶VYLHZWKDWFRQVWUXFWLRQLVPµdoes not protest realism but essentialism¶  
DQG5RUW\¶VPXFKTXRWHGEHOLHIWKDWZHQHHGWRµmake a distinction between the 
claim that the world is out there and the claim that truth is out there¶ (2003, p.131). 
Whilst questioning the extent to which a tangible, fixed and concrete extra-discursive 
reality exists in the social world, the discourse analyst may still acknowledge that 
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discourse µis not all¶.  Mumby and Clair (1997) suggest that organizations exist only 
in so far as their members create them through discourse; however, they maintain 
that such a claim does not render organizations µnothing but¶ discourse; rather, 
discourse µis the principal means by which organizational members create a 
coherent social reality that frames their sense of who they are¶ (p. 181).  
Similarly, whilst acknowledging the existence of a µprimordial reality¶, Chia claims that 
discourse functions to  construct an orderly, predictable and livable social world µout 
of the mobile, shapeless and amorphous mass that is our pre-linguistic reality¶ (2000, 
p. 536-7). Whilst acknowledging that the social world exists outside discourse, 
Laclau and Mouffe (1987) protest the extent to which it might be knowable in its µraw¶ 
state, proposing that whilst µnot everything is discursive....most of what we know is 
through discursive means¶. Cederstrom and Spicer (2006) suggest that it is difficult 
to keep the discursive and non-discursive apart in  any meaningful way either 
empirically or analytically, adding that it proves difficult if not impossible µto identify 
and analyse any µreal¶ social phenomena in a way which is not loaded and shaped 
by a certain discourse¶ (p. 8). 
Cederstrom and Spicer (2006) also suggest that inherent within a relativist 
epistemology is the notion of multiple competing truth claims. For Brown (1994) and 
others, the interesting question is not whether there is a truth, but how particular 
accounts (rather than others) come to acquire the status of truth, what Jorgensen 
(2003) refers to as µa culturally recognisable representation of reality¶ (p.63). 
Foucault proposes that each society has its own µregime of truth¶, that is, discourses 
which it accepts and makes function as true (1980, p.131): µTruth is linked in a 
circular relation with systems of power which produce and sustain it and to effects of 
power which it induces and which extend it¶ (p. 133) In this respect, the production of 
truth is µcharged with effects on the subject¶ (p. 215). According to Kress (1985), 
)RXFDXOW¶VLQWHUHVWLVLQVHHLQJKLVWRULFDOO\KRZeffects of truth are produced within 
discourses which themselves are neither true nor false. In this respect, research may 
acknowledge that actual truth and reality are slippery and difficult to capture 
µobjectively¶, but that discursively deployed social constructions of µreality¶ may have 
perceptible µtruth effects¶ for those who speak or consume them. The discourses of 
public sector reform and HRM, for example, will have particular µtruth effects¶, 
discussed in the preceding literature review, including desirable subject positions for 
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those who speak them (see Phillips et al, 2008, for a discussion of the µtruth effects¶ 
of µstrategic¶ discourse). 
In discussing my research (and indeed, the literature reviewed previously) I have 
attempted to present my observations without resorting to the use of language 
implying excessive concreteness. I lay no claim to having unearthed the µtruth¶ of any 
situation. Yet I am aware that at times my account may fall into the trap of what 
Willmott and Lok describe as µrealist assertions¶ (2006, p. 479). I therefore posit an 
RYHUDUFKLQJFDYHDWKHUHP\DLPLVWRUHSUHVHQWP\UHVHDUFKSDUWLFLSDQWV¶
construction of their lived experience. Thompson (1984, in, Gouveia, 2003) reminds 
us that discourse (language realized in speech and writing) is already an 
interpretation, and that to undertake an analysis of discourse is to produce an 
interpretation, to re-interpret a pre-interpreted domain. My interpretations here are 
based on my analysis of the shared experience and meaning making (between 
myself and my research participants) in the research scenario (the interviews 
conducted). What follows, then is a construction (mine) of a co-construction (jointly 
EHWZHHQPHDQGP\UHVHDUFKSDUWLFLSDQWVRIDFRQVWUXFWLRQUHVHDUFKSDUWLFLSDQWV¶ 
(see Thomas and Davies, 2005b; Thomas and Linstead, 2002). Perhaps not 
surprisingly I hope this explanation will suffice as a one-off defence of my position: 
echoing Phillips et al (2006, p. 481), adopting a social constructionist framework 
should not entail an overly onerous reflexive position, nor require the socially 
constructed nature of theories, concepts and observations to be defended at every 
turn. 
The questions of hegemonic discourse, µdominated groups¶, the discursive 
functioning of power and the operation of µtruth effects¶ mentioned above suggest 
that the issue of agency is worthy of reconsideration, and the next section of this 
methodology revisits the topic. 
3.2.3 The Question of Agency 
Cederstrom and Spicer (2006) suggest that one of the critiques of discourse analysis 
is that it is trapped in a kind of linguistic determinism whereby the effects of 
discourses on socio-cultural power relations are overplayed. The removal of workers 
from the academic gaze, they maintain, makes it hard to µget a sense of how active 
agential selves µmake a difference¶ through µplaying¶ with discursive practices¶( p.5). 
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This critique offers the notion that µworkers¶ are a distinctive and clearly identifiable 
group, separate from µmanagers¶, as though the latter might be mere peddlers of 
discourse, rather than themselves subject to a range of discursive forces. It also 
makes the assumption that academic research has µremoved¶ the worker from its 
gaze and thus failed to engage with worker responses. 
I would counter this critique in several ways. Firstly, research may engage with 
worker (as well as managerial) talk in organizations. This research (as will be fully 
discussed below) is based on interviews with HR employees of all grades and levels 
of seniority, including the most junior (the workers?). Secondly, scope for 
acknowledging agency is possible by adopting a Laclavian understanding of 
discourse which is underpinned by the notion of a µconstitutive lack¶ hampering 
µclosure¶ (Cederstrom and Spicer, 2006). Through an appreciation of the 
incompleteness of any discourse, the failure to completely secure µfixity¶ or 
hegemonic µclosure¶, as discussed previously,  the discourse analyst may identify 
where agency is possible. It is at the margins, in the gap identified by Deetz where 
organizational members may find scope for acting agentially. Thirdly, Laclau and 
Mouffe suggest that µany discourse is constituted as an attempt to dominate the field 
of discursivity¶ (1985, p.112). Clearly, few are entirely successful in completely 
marginalising all others, and the co-existence of multiple, competing discourses 
suggests that µworkers¶ (I would argue all employees) do have choices in how they 
speak, re-write and subvert particular discourses (see, for example, Thomas and 
Davies, 2005). It might be simplistic to suggest that organizational members merely 
µpick off¶ their discourses of choice, consciously selecting and manipulating from a 
µmenu¶ of discursive resources, since some discourses are more enduring than 
others, some are more powerful than others, and meanings are open to contestation 
and mediation by other discourses (Thomas and Linstead, 2002). Similarly, not all 
social actors have equal access to all discourses (Musson and Duberley, 2007). 
However, the co-existence of multiple discourses may allow for resistance and 
contestation over meaning at either the group or individual level, and Hardy et al 
(2000) suggest that drawing on alternative, foreign discourses (µinterdiscursivity¶) 
may thus offer scope for agency.  
Even where ostensible µpassivity¶ appears to be evident, this in itself may represent 
an active choice on the part of the individual. Czarniawska (2003) for example, 
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suggests that µpeople are willing to be made into objects when they believe it brings 
them just treatment¶ (p. 134), or perhaps to deploy the dominant discourse where it 
apparently serves the interests of the speaker or the group(s) to which they belong. 
In this vein Phillips et al (2004) suggest that µagents can act self-interestedly and 
work towards discursive change in ways that privilege their interests and goals¶ (p. 
637).  
This may present a problem for the researcher who is confronted with such 
discourses and seeks to make sense of them-the question of what Fairclough (2003) 
refers to as the problematic issue of attributing intentions. Am I to conclude that my 
research participants are µunwitting collaborators in their own oppression¶ (Brewis 
and Wray-Bliss, 2008, p. 1530), µunconsciously positioned within a discourse¶ 
(Fairclough, 2003, p. 208), or shrewd, self-conscious and self-interested 
manipulators of hegemonic discourses in the pursuit of their own ends? In reality, I 
am unable to indicate neither conclusively, for to do so would be to second guess the 
motivations of my participants, and to ascribe to them far more cogent and cohesive 
strategies than I think probable, and greater certainty on my part than I think is 
desirable. Interestingly, Czarniawska (2003) suggests that constructionism refuses 
both determinism and voluntarism, seeking instead to understand and reveal how 
the taken-for-granted becomes taken-for-granted, or possibly subverted, suggesting 
that simple questions of agency may be inappropriate. However, like Hardy et al 
(2000) whilst not assuming that agency is limitless, I work from the assumption that 
individuals are rarely completely oppressed, and engage in discursive activity which 
may be beneficial to them.  My interest is in exploring how those who work in  HR in 
local government respond to, draw upon, circumvent and resist the discourses of 
HRM and public sector reform (and how, in turn that might be related to processes of 
identity construction ±discussed in more detail below.)  Whilst these two discourses 
are the main focus of the research, in the processes of undertaking and analysing 
the research, I am inevitably concerned to appreciate how other discourses may be 
drawn upon by my participants. 
The aim of the preceding section has been to explore the ontological and 
epistemological underpinnings of this research and important associated concepts of 
truth, reality and agency. The next section discusses in more detail the specific 
approach to discourse and discourse analysis entailed here. 
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3.3 Discourse 
3.3.1 Discourse analysis 
In viewing the social world through a constructionist/relativist framework, the 
importance of language in constructing social reality cannot be underestimated.  
Alvesson and Karreman suggest that language is the most important phenomenon in 
social and organizational research (2000). Fairclough (2005) suggests that it is in 
discourse that social phenomena are socially constructed, and Wetherell et al (2001) 
justify the study of discourse by claiming that µto µdo¶ social life is to µdo¶ discourse¶.   
However, the term µdiscourse analysis¶ encompasses a range of approaches and 
research foci. Fairclough proposes that discourse is a difficult concept µlargely 
because there are so many conflicting and overlapping definitions formulated from 
various theoretical and disciplinary standpoints¶ (1995, p. 3), and Antaki et al (2003) 
suggest that there are tensions between the different aims of the various 
approaches. For Wetherell et al, (2001), the study of discourse is the study of 
language-in-use, which may lean towards the view of discourse as a purely linguistic 
device, whereas Jaworski and Coupland (2006, p. 5) adopt a more context-sensitive 
approach, suggesting that discourse analysis offers a means of exposing or 
deconstructing the social practices which constitute social structure and 
µconventional meaning structures¶ of social life. The first approach has been criticised 
as focusing too narrowly on the micro-linguistic aspects of discourse, at the expense 
of more macro social aspects which might explain µhow the social world is produced 
through acts of inter-subjective meaning¶ (Phillips et al, 2008, p.771). Similarly Billig 
(2003) suggests that more µmainstream¶ approaches to discourse analysis may 
preclude systematic social critique. By contrast, the latter approach which considers 
the relationship between discourse and the dynamics of social systems, addressing 
issues of power, for example, may operate at a µvery high level of abstraction¶ 
(Phillips et al, 2008), and fail to tackle everyday processes of language use and 
meaning making.  
 Alvesson and Karreman (2000) echo this criticism: they caution against both 
µlinguistic reductionism¶ on the one hand, that is, a narrow focus on language and the 
specific process and social context within which discourse is produced, which may 
be seen as peripheral or esoteric; and a tendency to ascribe too much power to 
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discourse µover, for example, fragile subjects and a discourse driven social reality¶ (p. 
1145). They draw a distinction between the study of discourse as the study of the 
social text of organizations which highlights the µtalked¶ and µtextual¶ nature of 
everyday interaction in organizations; and the study of how µDiscourses¶ construct 
and maintain social reality and function as a powerful ordering force in organizations, 
whereby other levels of social reality may be shaped or subordinated by the power-
knowledge relations established in discourse (pp.1126-1127).   
Any research which focuses on discourse may provide an opportunity to identify links 
between locally produced and enacted discourses and the ways in which µstruggles 
around meaning are played out in organizations¶(Grant and Hardy, 2004), and the 
influence of grander, more macro µDiscourses¶ (Alvesson and Karreman, 2000). In 
the context of this study, the locally produced talk and texts which constitute the 
research (i.e. interview transcripts) may be considered in the nature of their linguistic 
content and formation,  within the specific discursive context of their enactment (i.e. 
the research setting), or they may be set against the wider contexts of the µHRM 
Project¶ (Mueller and Carter, 2005), of New Public Management/Modernisation and 
public sector/local government reform, or of worker control, identity regulation and 
resistance, and their attendant Discourses. The aim of this research is to adopt a 
µmeso-discourse¶ approach: to attempt to reconcile the local and the macro. Whilst 
Alvesson and Karreman (2000) suggest that it is not easy to accurately account for 
treating discourse as both an emergent and locally constructed phenomenon whilst 
simultaneously recognising the presence of more grandiose, reality-shaping 
discourses, they nevertheless encourage the aims of such research where µsocial 
relevance¶ can benefit (p. 1134).  Mumby and Clair suggest that the study of 
discourse allows us to get at the relationship between everyday organizational talk, 
and larger macro-social issues of social structure and meaning which are at stake in 
the ways in which organizational members pursue their routine practices(1997). 
They propose that the examination of organizationDOPHPEHUV¶FRPPXQLFDWLYH
practices may reveal how they are both constructed by and contribute to the 
constitution of the wider social reality. Similarly, Jaworski and Coupland (2006, p. 5) 
suggest that µlocal and global perspectives come together when some type of 
discourse analysis can show how the pressure of broad social or institutional norms 
are brought to bear on the identity and classification of individuals¶. 
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Phillips and Hardy (2002) suggest that discourse analytic research might be 
categorized along two theoretical dimensions: the relative importance of text and 
context, and the focus on power dynamics as opposed to the processes of social 
construction that constitute social reality. Studies which are more concerned with 
context than text, and with criticality rather than constructivism are labelled critical 
discourse analysis. Fairclough (1992; 2003) however, contends that the choice 
between discourse analysis at the local/linguistic level, and discourse analysis at the 
social/theoretical should not be an either/or choice. He suggests that discourse 
analysis should be concerned with continuity and change at the more abstract 
structural level, as well as with what happens in particular texts. The framework of 
critical discourse analysis which he proposed as a means of encompassing both is 
discussed in more detail in the next section.  
3.3.2 Discourse analysis and criticality 
Gouveia (2003) reminds us that even within the term µcritical discourse analysis¶, a 
considerable diversity of positions and approaches exists. For Mumby and Clair 
(1997), critical discourse studies are those which concern themselves with how the 
competing interests of groups of different organizational members get resolved 
through the control of symbolic and discursive resources. Critical discourse analysis 
they suggest, aims to move beyond a surface level examination of discourse µto 
show how it simultaneously produces and hides µdeep structure¶ relations of power 
and inequality¶ (1997, p. 183). Similarly, Van Dijk (1993) suggests that critical 
discourse analysis might act as a means of criticising the social order, and that it 
µshould describe and explain how power abuse is enacted, reproduced or legitimated 
by the talk and text of dominant institutions¶ (1996, p. 84).  Billig maintains that its 
criticality is rooted in a radical critique of social relations (2003), and that that critical 
approaches not only seek to expose gaps in the µsupposedly non-critical orthodoxy 
but then seek to show how these gaps are neither neutral nor haphazard¶ (p. 40). 
One of the most prominent approaches to discourse analysis in recent studies, 
)DLUFORXJK¶V&ULWLFDO'LVFRXUVH$QDO\VLV&'$KDV become associated with a critical 
realist perspective (see for example, his defence of µthe case for critical realism¶, 
2005).  Fairclough suggests that critical realists µcan accept a moderate version of 
the claim that the world is textually constructed, but not an extreme version¶ (2003, p. 
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9). Whilst the previous section clearly indicates a more constructionist leaning in my 
research philosophy than might be acceptable to some critical realists (e.g. Reed, 
2000, who would doubtless claim I am collapsing ontology into epistemology by 
suggesting that what is µreal¶ is only knowable through discourse)  my sympathies 
nevertheless lie with the aims of CDA. Fairclough suggests that it is particularly 
concerned with how desires are represented as facts, with how the µimaginaries of 
interested parties¶ come to be represented as the way the world actually is (2003, p. 
204), making certain outcomes seem inevitable. The aim of CDA is to show 
µconnections and causes that are hidden¶ (1992, p. 9) identifying how particular 
discourses become enacted and inculcated, through the analysis of discourse. In this 
respect CDA aims to reveal the role of language as it relates to power, ideology and 
socio-cultural change (Grant et al, 2004). For Ainsworth and Hardy (2004), CDA 
involves the use of discourse analytic techniques, combined with a critical 
perspective, to interrogate social phenomena, drawing on social constructionist 
assumptions, but at the same time providing a critical framework with which to 
explore material effects. 
Fairclough (1992; 2003) proposes a three-dimensional framework for CDA 
suggesting that discursive events may be simultaneously analysed at three levels: 
firstly, at a textual level, considering content and linguistic formation; secondly, at the 
level of interaction, considering how a text is µdiscursively practiced¶, that is, 
produced and interpreted; and thirdly, at the level of social context, considering how 
institutional and social factors surrounding the discursive event might shape the 
discourse in question. Within this framework, discursive events may be considered 
simultaneously as µa piece of text, an instance of discursive practice, and instance of 
social practice¶ (1992, p. 4). Utilising the framework may overcome Alvesson and 
.DUUHPDQ¶V) fear that researchers are inclined to µjump over¶ language use, 
whilst nevertheless taking us µbeyond simple explanations of verbal and written 
interaction¶ (Grant et al, 2004, p.12) in order that we might appreciate the importance 
of µwho uses language, how, why and when¶ (Van Dijk, 1997, p.2). Similarly, 
Jaworski and Coupland (2006, p. 7) suggest that µthe forensic task of discourse 
analysis is to track how various forms of discourse and their associated values and 
assumptions are incorporated into a particular text, why, and with what effects¶.  
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However, Billig (2003) cautions against the rhetoric of self-praise which may be 
associated with the µcritical¶ label: the danger may be that the µcritical¶ researcher 
assumes a privileged insight, revealing µtruths¶ invisible to others, including the 
µoppressed¶ research participants themselves. Thus µcritical¶ research may become 
self-legitimizing (Wray-Bliss, 2003). Whilst I would label my research critical 
discourse analysis (if not CDA), I do not seek to impose my interpretation, nor to 
suggest that my reading of my research is the only one possible, nor indeed 
uncontestable, and make no claim that my research is value-free (see Gouveia, 
2003). Equally, whilst attempting to underline the authoritative nature of this research 
in the pursuit of a doctoral success, I baulk at positioning myself as µauthoritative 
researcher¶ (Wray-Bliss, 2003).This issue is discussed further in the section below 
discussing criteria for evaluating research, ethics and reflexivity. 
3.3.3 Discourse and organization 
Previous discussions have alluded to the centrality of discourse in seeking to 
understand organizations. Phillips and Hardy (2002) emphasize the difficulty of 
studying organizations as if they were solid, fixed, material objects, and suggest that 
we search instead for the discourses that hold them together and make them real for 
us. Similarly, Mueller and Carter (2005) suggest that the linguistic turn within 
management studies µis predicated on the notion that organizations are 
grammatocentric in that they are dominated by words, written texts and 
conversations¶ (p. 372).  Moreover, the µdominating¶ language may provide the 
resources and means by which organizational members act, behave and construct 
their identity. For example, Phillips et al (2004) suggest that discursive activity in 
organizations influences actions, and that discourses µprovide the socially 
constituted, self-regulating mechanisms that enact institutions and shape individual 
behaviour¶ (p. 635). Similarly, for Grant et al (2000), language and discourse are the 
means by which organizational members create a coherent social reality that frames 
their sense of who they are. An µorganization¶ can be seen as a µcontinuous process 
of social accomplishment which in both senses of the term is articulated by and 
through the deployment of discursive resources¶ (Grant et al, 1998, p.12). Mumby 
and Clair suggest that the very existence of organizations as symbolic structures 
µshot through with competing interests, struggles and contradictions¶ renders them 
precarious (1997, p. 187). Studying discourse may therefore be seen as µa powerful 
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way to explore processes of organizing and, particularly, the fragility of, and 
struggles within, organizational life¶ (Hardy et al, 2000, p. 1232). 
Whilst acknowledging that the identity of organizations and their members may be 
constituted, reconstituted, created and contested by prevailing discourses (Thomas 
and Linstead, 2002), it is important to consider, as previously discussed, that the 
hegemony of dominant discourses may never be fully accomplished.  Laclau and 
Mouffe, according to Willmott (2005), maintain that the accomplishment of social 
reality through articulatory practices is at once hegemonic and irremediably 
incomplete and inherently subject to contestation. This incompleteness and 
contestation means that discourses will have differing persuasiveness, appeal and 
fixity at different times. Meanings may be contested, subverted, appropriated. And 
multiple discourses, narratives and interpretations may co-exist and interact within 
organizational settings, each telling and in some way performing how the 
organization and its members should be( Doolin, 2003, p. 756). Boje et al (2004) 
refute research which treats organizations as µsites of monological coherence and 
univocal harmony¶(p. 572) as unrealistic and untenable, preferring to consider 
organizations as phenomena µin and of language (which)..can be understood as 
collaborative and contending discourses¶ (p. 571). Their preference for an 
appreciation of organizational µheteroglossia¶ calls for research which acknowledges 
the multiplicity of languages within the apparent discursive unity of any organization, 
and the constant tensions and competitions which result from µcontending multi-
voiced discourses and speech forms¶ within local and more macro contexts (p.572). 
In this vein, Burman suggests that good discursive analyses acknowledge the 
multiple and contested character of the interplay of discourses µby showing how 
different discursive representations are built to interact with and ward off others¶ 
(2003, p.4) 
Equally, the aim of the research is not to author a monological account, i.e. a 
singular or coherent narrative of the individuals and organization in question, but to 
produce a dialogical analysis which is comprised of a µmultiplicity of discourses which 
reflect µplurivocal¶ meanings brought to bear by participants (and) potentially permits 
a multitude of organizational realities, which, although relatively autonomous 
discourses, may overlap and permeate each other¶ (Grant et al, 1998, p.7).  This 
approach allows for different organizational actors experiencing the same discursive 
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event differently, and for diverse and disparate interpretations to be made by the 
same actor over time. 
3.4 Evaluating the research: Ethics and reflexivity 
Clearly for qualitative research grounded in a paradigm which refutes the notion of 
µobjectivity¶, the conventional scientific criteria of validity, reliability and generalisation 
associated with positivistic research are not appropriate. For Grant et al (1998), 
discourse analysis µprioritises subjectivity, acknowledges instrumentalism, explores 
rhetoric, values multiplicity and celebrates uncertainty¶ (p.12). Of greater relevance 
here therefore are the criteria of µauthenticity¶ including resonance, rhetoric and 
applicability (Guba and Lincoln, 1989, 1994); of richness, depth, multivocality and 
personal responsibility (Denzin and Lincoln, 2003); and of µdiscursive democracy¶, 
transparency and reflexivity (Johnson et al, 2006).  
A reflexive stance on the part of the researcher may be considered integral to a 
relativist approach, for if all knowledge is socially situated, we must exercise caution 
about the claims can we then make for the knowledge we produce ourselves as 
µscientific knowledge producers¶ (Jorgensen, 2003, p.63). Knowledge is built and 
contributed to through assembling more informed and sophisticated reconstructions, 
and the researcher is seen as a µpassionate participant-as facilitator of multi-voice 
reconstruction¶ (Lincoln and Guba, 2005, p166).  Research represents a particular 
interpretation of a particular situation at a given time, and meanings are jointly 
created between both the researcher, who can never act as an objective, 
disinterested entity, and the research participant.  Duberley and Johnson (2000) 
believe that µtraditional academic conventions have developed which remove the 
researcher as a person from the presentation of our research¶ (p 45).  This quest for 
objectivity and detachment ignores the political aspect of research, and particularly 
the political aspect of management and organizational research. It assumes that the 
researcher is value-neutral, both in determining what to study, but also in deciding 
how the research is to be carried out, and in the carrying out of the research itself.   
For example, in counselling the researcher to avoid µtaking sides¶ with participants in 
the research process, Antaki et al (2003) seem to suggest that researcher 
detachment  is possible, and that ethico-political motivations and agendas may be 
suppressed in the pursuit of objectivity and rigour. However, Westwood and Clegg 
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(2003) maintain that there is a moral imperative in all research practice, and that µany 
question about the purpose of research activity should be answered from an ethico-
political position and not a methodological-ontological one (p.21). Similarly, Parker 
(2000) encourages µthose who make their living studying organizations¶ to engage 
with questions of value (p. 519), and the µends¶ of our commitments (p. 539) (rather 
than the epistemological and methodological µmeans¶). Jaworski and Coupland 
(2006) suggest that discourse analysis µis a sort of forensic activity with a libertarian 
political slant¶ (p.5), and that those choosing to undertake discourse analytic 
research are often motivated by a concern about social inequality and the 
perpetuation of power relationships.  
The aim of reflexivity in this research is to emphasize the inclusion of the researcher 
in the subject matter under question, to take account of the relationship between the 
researcher and the research subject, and to acknowledge the limitations of the 
researcher in representing the subjects under study and their effect on the creation 
of µknowledge¶ (Hardy et al, 2001). However, the challenge of reflexivity and of 
declaring an ethico-political motivation is to ensure that in the processes of doing so, 
all attention is not drawn away from the subject of the research and refocused 
instead on the researcher (Hardy et al, 2005). 
3.5 Summary 
In addition to considering my ethical concerns and desire for reflexivity in 
undertaking this research, this chapter has outlined the philosophical perspectives 
underpinning my approach to the research. Focusing on the constructionist, relativist 
and critical discursive lenses which combine to inform a particular methodological 
framework, the chapter has set the scene for a consideration of the design and 
execution of the research study. The next chapter offers a detailed account and 
evaluation of the primary research activity undertaken, including a more focused 
discussion of specific ethical issues and my concern for reflexivity in the context of 
my research practice and identity as a researcher . 
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4.0 Methodology: Research methods 
4.1 Introduction 
Having already considered the philosophical perspectives which underpin this 
research, the next section aims to outline how I actually conducted the research. 
First, I outline the rationale for the research µdesign¶ and choice of interviews and 
discourse analysis in the context of the overall aims and research questions. Next I 
describe the process by which the data, or µempirical material¶ (Alvesson and 
Karreman, 2007) was produced and analyzed, considering in particular in the spirit of 
reflexivity my role in shaping the research. Finally, I consider again some of the 
ethical issues associated with the undertaking of the research, and potential criteria 
against which the research might be evaluated. 
4.2 The language of µmethod¶: a caveat 
I have considered long and hard the most appropriate terms to describe the research 
I have undertaken as I am aware that an inappropriately used term may suggest to 
the reader particular assumptions on my part. For example, the use of terms such as 
µinformants¶, µdata¶, µresults¶, and µfindings¶ sits uncomfortably with my research 
philosophy, suggesting as they do the revelation or discovery of truth through the 
appropriate manipulation of reliably gathered facts by an objective researcher. I have 
opted for terms which I hope will convey my understanding of the research scenario 
as informed by my constructionist philosophy, discussed in the previous section. For 
example, the µ-ee¶ suffix of the term µinterviewee¶ which I have used might suggest 
that my µparticipants¶ were passive objects of the research,  pinned down, and 
scientifically µrecorded¶ in perpetuity in the glass box of the butterfly collector. On the 
contrary, I prefer to understand the interview as a derivation of the French 
µV¶HQWUHYRLU¶, meaning to catch a glimpse (of one another): no interview is ever 
complete in what it accomplishes, and no account ever definitive. I consider the 
interviews undertaken here as a temporal site of co-constructed meaning, and 
acknowledge that both interviewer and interviewee were engaged in deploying 
particular identities, glimpsed momentarily and in a fragmentary way, subject to a 
complex set of power dynamics within the context of  µthe research interview¶. 
Equally, the analysis of the texts produced from the interviews represents a 
particular interpretation on my part from a number of possible readings. I urge the 
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reader to bear this in mind if I appear, through the use of particular phrases to have 
adopted an overly essentialist, realist or positivistic position. 
4.3 Research Design 
The broad focus of this research is how the personal and social identities of HR 
practitioners might be narrated through the discursive resources of HRM and public 
sector reform. The study aims to consider how HR practitioners interpret, resist and 
enact discourses of HRM/public sector reform, and in the process of that enactment 
undertake identity work. Clarke et al (2009) suggest that organizations are sites for 
µrealizing the project of the self¶, and it is the accounts of HR practitioner µselves¶ 
realized in the context of a µmodernised¶ and µreformed¶ local government that I am 
interested. 
4.3.1. Interviews as a method for researching identity 
In order to study how those selves are accomplished in the organizational context, 
my original intention was to undertake an ethnographically influenced study with 
opportunities for attending meetings, job-shadowing etc., in addition to interviews, to 
enable my research to be based on an analysis of more µnaturally occurring¶ talk and 
texts. Unfortunately the opportunity to do so did not come to fruition. Perhaps one of 
the most difficult aspects of undertaking this research has been the negotiation of 
access to suitable sites and participants, and to my initial disappointment, to a 
certain extent the choice of interviews as a research method was somewhat forced 
by the research opportunities offered and my own time limitations. 
However, through the process of reflection and analysis I have concluded that the 
interview scenario provides the ideal forum for the production of a personal narrative 
of the self (Learmonth, 2006; Musson and Duberley, 2007). Silverman (2006) 
suggests that the distinction between interview texts and naturally occurring talk and 
texts represents an overly simplistic distinction µbetween methods that are contrived 
DQGWKRVHWKDWDUHµQDWXUDO¶¶ (p. 111), with interviews providing an opportunity for 
µdirect observation of the phenomenon of interest¶. 
,IZHDFFHSW$OYHVVRQHWDO¶VFODLPWKDWLGHQWLW\ZRUNLVSURmpted by social 
interactions that raise questions of µwho am I¶ and µwho are we¶ (p. 15), then 
interviews offer an ideal stimulus for identity work (whether conscious or not, Cassell, 
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2005), and a scenario in which we might µconstruct and reflexively manage who we 
are¶ (Coupland, 2007, p. 277). Indeed, interviewees may use the interview to reflect 
on and describe their identities and roles µin ways they might not otherwise have 
done¶ (Ainsworth et al, 2009, p.12). Mueller et al (2004) also suggest that interviews 
offer µhigh validity in terms of advanced understanding of linguistic and social 
categories used by protagonists in order to make sense of their situation¶ (p.79). 
Interviews might therefore be considered particularly relevant for studies of identity 
(Coupland, 2007).  
My assumption is not that the interview represents an µepistemologically neutral 
device for data collection¶ (Cassell, 2005, p. 170) nor that accounts given therein 
reflect some kind of underlying reality, for as Ezzy indicates µit is a mistake to 
assume that lived experience is in some way separate from its narration¶ (1998, p. 
244). The interview is itself a site for the production of meaning, for the construction 
of identities, and I consider my participants to be active agents, creating identities for 
themselves during the interview. Individuals have a µbattery of repertoires¶ (Dick and 
Cassell, 2002, p. 544) on which they might draw and within which they might position 
themselves, and my interest here is in how those repertoires are deployed in the 
construction of their identity. This is not to suggest that agency is unbounded: any 
personal narrative will inevitably be limited and shaped by the µrepertoire of available 
and sanctioned stories¶ and therefore µlocated in social narratives rarely of our own 
making¶ (Ezzy, 1998, p.246). As Alvesson et al (2008) suggest, µfor both form and 
substance, personal identities necessarily draw on available social discourses or 
narratives about who one can be and how one should act¶ (p.11). 
A Foucauldian perspective would suggest that identity might be considered as the 
product of a range of competing discourses which in turn are a reflection of power 
relations within a wider social context. Clarke et al (2009) suggest that socialization 
into any one discourse is never complete and there are practical difficulties in 
assembling narratives of the self from this range of competing discourses. For  
Fairclough (2001) this process of µassembly¶ can only be achieved through a process 
of negotiation. This process may be further complicated where discourses 
themselves are inherently contradictory: Beech et al (2008) offer the example of 
NPM discourse as a dominant and limiting discourse for public sector employees, 
simultaneously requiring as it does a focus on stakeholder consultation alongside an 
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espousal of measurement, efficiency and effectiveness. Thus the interview scenario 
might offer the opportunity to observe how HR employees in local government  
discursively negotiate the conflicting demands placed on them by this and a range of 
other discourses, and with what consequences. This issue is considered in greater 
detail in the discussion of how the analysis was undertaken. 
Although the first part of this chapter outlined the rationale for a discourse-based 
study, it is nevertheless useful to briefly revisit the justification and approach 
adopted.  
4.3.2 Discourse Analysis revisited: The practice 
As already indicated, this study is grounded in a constructionist epistemology, which 
considers language to be the medium through which we come to understand and 
know the world (Edley, 2001). It therefore follows that language should be the focus 
of the analysis. The premise on which this research is based is that human beings 
are essentially rhetorical, making meaning of the social world via discursive activity 
(Musson and Duberley, 2007) and this discursive activity offers scope for rich 
analysis. For example, Dick and Cassell (2002) suggest that seeking to verify what 
counts as reality may be replaced by seeking to understand the function that specific 
accounts of reality serve.  
 
Attention to discourse allows us the opportunity to consider how certain meanings 
have gained importance, which meanings they are, and by what processes of social 
construction they have done so (Phillips and Hardy, 2002; Iyer, 2009.) The term 
µdiscourse¶ is understood here as µan interrelated set of texts, and the practices of 
their production, dissemination and reception, that brings an object into being¶ 
(Parker, 1992; Phillips and Hardy, 2002). Through DA we might reveal the non-
obvious ways in which language figures in social processes, and reveal how what is 
considered taken for granted comes to be so (Fairclough, 2001). Discourses are not 
neutral, and Jaworski and Coupland (2006) suggest that the forensic task of 
discourse analysis is to track how various forms of discourse and associated values 
and assumptions are incorporated into a particular text, why, and with what effects. 
This process, may offer a means of exposing or deconstructing the social practices 
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that constitute social structure (Jaworski and Coupland 2006), or act as a means to 
interrupting what is taken for everyday common sense (Iyer, 2009).  
 
DA allows us to explore how the producers of texts draw on discourses in a strategic 
way, and to identify how µgrand discourses¶ (Discourses) appear in everyday 
discourses, making particular outcomes and actions appear both inevitable and 
legitimate (Hardy, 2004). Discourse in the organizational context helps to construct 
reality by becoming embedded and adopted, shaping the ways in which particular 
issues can be talked about (Hardy, 2004). However, the meaning of a text is not pre-
given, and µdisjunctures will always exist between dominant readings and individual 
interpretations¶ (p. 421).  The approach to DA utilised here follows the assumptions 
outlined by Alvesson and Skoldberg (2000), specifically that language is used for a 
variety of functions, and has a variety of consequences, and that the constructive 
and flexible ways in which language is used should be a central subject of study. 
+DUG\¶Vµdisjunctures¶ represent an opportunity for such constructive and flexible use, 
and therefore for rich research. 
 
Iedema et al (2003) seek to identify how organizational discourses embody both 
multiplicity and closure in talk through both centrifugal (opening up) and centripetal 
(closing off) effects (see also Currie and Brown, 2003). They propose an 
appreciation of heteroglossia within the accounts of individual speakers as a means 
of expressing tensions, ambiguities and contradictions, often associated with a 
requirement to articulate µincommensurable semantic orientations¶ (p. 23). Several 
other authors have addressed the issues of closure, ambiguity, multiplicity and 
antagonism within the talk of participants.  Chandler (2008) for example suggests 
that individuals do not necessarily identify in a straightforward way with one position 
or another, but may demonstrate ambiguity in their talk. Alvesson and Skoldberg 
(2000) suggest that variation and inconsistency will exist in how particular 
phenomena are described. Ball and Wilson (2000) identify the phenomenon of 
µreciprocal positioning¶, whereby individuals µposition themselves or others in a 
dominant repertoire by virtue of the use of its terms, but in inverse relation to that 
repertoire¶ and alternative positioning, whereby individuals position themselves in an 
alternative  repertoire to that which is dominant (p. 545). Clarke et al (2009) identify 
both identity incoherence and inherent dualities in the accounts we offer of 
132 
Sue Kinsey-HR identity in local government 
ourselves, incorporating contrasting and antagonistic positions, as well as 
disconnected versions of those selves. Finally, Musson and Duberley (2007) suggest 
that individual responses to phenomena are more complex and varied than many 
polarised µeither/or¶ explanations can account for. 
 
These alternative articulations, contradictions, subversions and antagonisms may 
well reflect the reality of organizational life as experienced by employees, and offer a 
rich opportunity for exploration through the medium of discourse analysis. The 
specific approach to analysis adopted in this study is described at length below. 
 
It is worth mentioning that DA is not without its critics. Hammersley (2003), for 
example, has accused discourse analysis of refusing to engage with the content of 
what people say, or to treat what research participants say about the social world as 
a source of information about it. I would refute this accusation:. DA does not reject 
WKHLGHDWKDWSDUWLFLSDQWV¶WDOk is a source of information, only that the talk may be 
considered definitive or representative. Similarly, DA provides the opportunity to 
address both form and content -what Silverman (2006) refers to as a concern with 
µconversational skills¶ as well as the content of talk. Alvesson and Skoldberg (2000) 
suggest that a discourse analyst should be concerned with µthe way accounts are 
organized as well as what is actually said (my italics)¶ (p. 206). 
Having outlined the rationale for a discourse analytic approach to interview based 
research, the next part of this chapter considers in detail the research undertaken. 
4.3.3 The research study 
49 semi-structured interviews were carried out over an 18 month period in 5 West 
Midlands local government HR departments, although only 47 are represented here 
(the reasons are explained below).  
Additionally, I attended one HR senior management team day-long meeting, and 
two, two-hour meetings of HR officers; scrutinised a wide range of relevant 
documentation, e.g. Government reviews and publications (Audit Commission 
guidelines, Gershon Review of Public Sector Efficiency etc.), local authority µstrategic 
plans¶ and websites; publications and videos from one of the µstrategic partners¶; and 
two critical websites/fora run by employees of two of the authorities. The purpose 
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was not to conduct a comparative study of authorities, nor of HR functions, nor yet of 
individual HR employees. The object of analysis here is not the people involved, but 
the narrative account as produced in the interview scenarios (Dick and Cassell, 
2002).  
4.3.4 Research sites and interviewees 
The local authorities featured here are all West Midlands unitary bodies, i.e. µsingle 
tier¶ authorities with responsibility for the provision of all local government functions 
and services within their area. The interviewees represented a range of HR roles and 
µlevels¶ within the hierarchy, from µheads of¶ and sectional managers, to HR/ 
personnel officers and senior advisers, with a slight bias to more senior roles.  No-
one was interviewed from the most junior clerical ranks of µtransactional/processing¶ 
HR administrators, primarily because of lack of access, but additionally, because 
those roles tend to be largely process driven.    
Two of the authorities have entered into a µstrategic partnership¶ with private sector 
organizations for the provision of some or all HR services, and a number of the 
interviewees were either post-TUPE employees of the private organization, or had 
been seconded to the private organization from their local authority employer. One 
interviewee was self-employed and on a temporary contract as an µinterim manager¶, 
working on the µHR transformation project¶ of a particular authority. 
Access was negotiated through a mixture of personal contacts and direct 
approaches to the senior managers of the HR functions in question.  The request 
was made for access to be granted to a range of µHR practitioners¶, although this 
was often interpreted by HR directors/managers as a desire to speak to the most 
senior, and I was reliant on a µsnowball¶ effect of asking for people to nominate 
further interviewees from the next tier in their unit. Two potential interviewees 
declined to be interviewed: one suggested that as a Health and Safety manager, her 
views were not relevant, and the second offered no explanation. One interviewee 
requested that the recording equipment be turned off during the interview as she felt 
she was straying into sensitive areas, and a further interview proved of no relevance 
to this research as the interviewee was employed by a private sector µpartner¶ as an 
internal HR practitioner serving other private sector employees. Perhaps not 
untypically for the HR profession, only 6 of the interviewees were men, and 3 of 
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these were in senior managerial positions. A detailed list of participants and codes 
used for analysis is attached as an appendix. 
A number of my former postgraduate students were included as interview 
participants and were therefore known to me in advance, which may have had some 
bearing on how they presented themselves during the interview (see below for a 
fuller discussion of this issue). I was also offered the opportunity to interview existing 
(part-time) students, but declined because of my concerns that the tutor-student 
relationship might be compromised. 
4.3.5 Interview µset-up¶ 
Each of the interviews lasted for approximately one hour, and most were undertaken 
at the work premises of the interviewee. Those which occurred µoff-site¶ were often 
considerably lengthier. Participants were e-mailed in advance to outline the nature of 
the research and to check their willingness to participate. Additionally, I produced an 
information sheet outlining the overall aim of the research, which was kept rather 
general. Although ethical guidelines such as the ESRC Research Ethics Framework 
(2005) suggest that research participants must be fully informed about the purpose, 
methods and uses of the research in order that µinformed consent¶ might be given, I 
must admit to feeling less than comfortable outlining my aim to subject the talk of the 
participants to close scrutiny and dissection. Additionally, I did not relish the prospect 
of explaining and defending a constructionist perspective or the merits of discourse 
analysis to the participants. Attempts to do so to students and academic colleagues 
have not always been enthusiastically received, particularly from those with a highly 
functionalist bias. Perhaps I was also reluctant to project an overly µacademic¶ image 
of myself for fear of alienating participants. This issue of self-presentation and 
researcher identity is considered in more detail below. 
A list of µdraft questions¶ informed by a reading of the literature was produced prior to 
commencing the interviews (Appendix 2). The aim was to provide a broad set of 
themes which might prove fertile ground in the interviews, focusing particularly on 
WKHUROHDQGLGHQWLW\RIWKHIXQFWLRQWKHµYDOXH¶DWWULEXWHGWRWKHDFWLYLWLHVRIWKH
IXQFWLRQWKHH[WHQWDQGQDWXUHRIWKHHYROXWLRQRIWKHUROH¶VIXQFWLon and identity; and 
the tensions experienced.  The purpose of the questions was to invite participants to 
engage in a form of identity work: articulating their identities as local government HR 
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practitioners, and the questions were informed by an awareness of the issues and 
tensions raised within both the HR and public sector/ local government reform 
literature. For this reason I describe the interviews as µsemi-structured¶ rather than 
open-ended. My desire to address the specific research questions, and my own 
reading prior to undertaking the research inevitably informed and guided my 
questioning; although my intention was to allow interviewees a free rein in describing 
their role, I became aware that some questions were particularly fruitful while others 
yielded briefer responses. Additionally, I cannot claim that I pursued the schedule of 
questions rigidly. Where a particular theme or question appeared salient or apposite 
to the interviewee, my preference was to be flexible and to allow the conversation to 
IROORZDPRUHµQDWXUDO¶WKDQULJLGFRXUVH6LPLODUO\WKHGLYHUVHUROHVRIWKH
participants meant that some questions were of variable relevance. I would like to 
think that, as Kvale (1996) suggests is possible, I became wiser during the course of 
the interviews!  Although the themes covered in the interviews tended to be fairly 
similar, some questions elicited lengthier responses and offered opportunities for 
exploring alternative directions other than those outlined.  
4.4 Transcription 
All the interviews were recorded (with the permission of the participants) and 
transcribed verbatim. Time constraints and lack of keyboard skills did not permit me 
to undertake all the transcriptions personally. I transcribed 7 interviews myself, 
engaged the services of a first transcriber who undertook a further 10, and finally a 
second transcriber who took over when the first became unwell and completed a 
further 30. I subsequently read all the transcriptions whilst listening to the original 
recordings to check for accuracy of transcription and to fill in any gaps. 
The transcription format includes an identification of the speakers and simple 
verbatim transcription, rather than a detailed analysis of the micro-linguistic 
dimensions such as pauses, hesitations, intonation, overtalking etc. which is more 
commonly utilised  in a discursive approach to discourse analysis, where a routine, 
close and methodical analysis might be undertaken (Fairclough, 2001) . Whilst one 
of the aims of this research is to attend to the nature of what is said and how it is 
constructed, the focus is predominantly on how accounts of reality are constructed 
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through discourse, and what functions those accounts might fulfil (Alvesson and 
Skoldberg, 2000; Dick and Cassell, 2002). 
4.5 Analytical approach 
Alexiadou (2001) notes that it is difficult to find exhaustive descriptions of how 
qualitative researchers have undertaken processes of analysis and interpretation. 
Faced with what Phillips and Hardy (2002) describe as the µHerculean task¶ of 
analyzing the texts of 47 interviews (a total of a little under 1200 pages and 425, 000 
words of transcriptions), their suggestion that discourse analytic researchers should 
avoid being too systematic in identifying µcategories¶, focusing rather on the 
emergent aspect of data analysis offers little comfort. The analytical approach 
DGRSWHGKHUHPD\QRWFRQIRUPWRWKHPRUHµSXULVW¶DSSURDFKRIµ'$¶EXWRIIHUVDULFK
analysis of discourse deployed in the interview context by HR practitioners when 
invited to articulate their role and activities. In this respect the analysis is very much 
of identity constructed and situated within a particular scenario.  
Drawing on the work of several authors, my analysis was guided by the following 
three overarching concerns: 
Identification of interpretative repertoires 
To identify which discursive resources the participants drew on to account for their 
H[SHULHQFHRIZRUN,HPSOR\HG3RWWHUDQG:HWKHUHOO¶VQRWLRQRI
µinterpret(at)ive repertoires¶, often referred to as µdiscourses¶ (see for example, Dick 
and Cassell, 2002; Silverman, 2006). A second caveat about the language of 
research may be useful here. One of the difficulties of accounting for the analysis of 
texts using DA is the plethora of terms which litters the arena of qualitative analysis. 
Repertoires may be referred to as discourses or µsemantic orientations¶ (Iedema et 
al, 2003). Labels applied to specific repertoires may be referred to variously as 
themes, categories or codes. I have chosen simply to use the term repertoires. 
These repertoires are defined as µsystematically related sets of terms that are often 
used with stylistic and grammatical coherence and often organised around one or 
more central metaphors¶ (Potter, 1996, p. 131). Taylor (2001) suggests that 
reference to the theoretical assumptions underpinning the research will inform the 
identification of patterns in the research and thus the coding and categorisation of 
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data, and inevitably I was drawn to repertoires which had resonance from my a priori 
knowledge and review of the literature. However, I also sought to identify repertoires 
and positions within those repertoires which emerged a posteriori from the texts 
during the process of analysis. Through a reading and re-reading of interview 
transcripts (the µtexts¶) and a systematic coding and refinement of codes, I sought to 
identify clear and common repertoires, and how participants drew on them as 
resources for constructing their identity. The repertoires identified form the basis of 
the analysis chapters. 
Analysis of positions adopted within the repertoire 
I also sought to consider how participants chose to position themselves discursively 
within the repertoire, for example deploying the repertoire in a straightforward way, 
adopting a reciprocal or antagonistic position, or identifying irreconcilable/ 
contradictory demands between this and other repertoires. This stage is informed by 
)DLUFORXJK¶VLGHQWLW\IXQFWLRQRIGLVFRXUVH 
Example: 
To illustrate how these two considerations of repertoires and positions were 
incorporated into the analysis, I include below excerpts from S3 and D2, talking 
about their role in relation to line managers. I suggest that the repertoire being 
deployed here is one of moral/ethical superiority to line managers, the suggestion of 
HR as µmoral high ground¶:  
µ6+5FDQQRWGRWKHLUMREIRUWKHP6RLW¶VDERXWGULYLQJPDQDJHUVDQG
VD\LQJµ/RRNGRQ¶WEHDWZDWWKLVQHHGVWREHGHDOWZLWKOLNHWKLVWKLVQHHGVWR
EHGHDOW«¶$QG\RXGRQ¶WUHDOO\QHHGWREHKDUG«ZHOOVRPHWLPHV\RX have 
WREHFDXVHWKHUHLVQRRWKHUFKRLFHEXWDVORQJDV\RXFDQ«\RXNQRZ\RX
DUHREMHFWLYH\RX¶UHIDLU\RXDUHFRQVLVWHQW\RXWUHDWHYHU\ERG\ZLWKUHVSHFW
DQGGLJQLW\WKHQ«\RX¶UHQRWDOZD\VJRLQJWROLNHLW\RX¶UHQRWDOZD\VJRLQJ
to make everybody happy or yourself but it is common sense. 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
µD2: Well, you do get to know which managers can be trusted, and you find 
out which ones are the more difficult... 
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Sue: Can you explain what you mean by difficult? 
D2: They are the ones who want to sack everybody at the slightest thing, and 
\RXKDYHWRH[SODLQWRWKHPWKDWLWLVQ¶WULJKWLWLVQ¶WDIDLUZD\WRWUHDW
SHRSOHLWLVQ¶WFRQGXFLYHWRDGHFHQWZRUNHQYLURQPHQW%XWLWLVQ¶WHDV\DV
WKH\GRQ¶WDOZD\VOLVWHQWRXVDQGDVVXPHWKDWRXUYLHZLVQ¶WYDOLGRUWKDWZH
are soft, you know, the old HR is touchy feely thing.¶ 
S3 draws on claims of respect, fairness, objectivity and consistency as a source of 
legitimacy, even when this involves not making others or oneself happy, suggesting 
a sense of self-sacrifice for the greater good. Additionally the manager is positioned 
as µtwat¶ and the HR practitioner as behaving with common sense. By contrast, D2 
offers a claim that HR might act as moral arbiter in order to rein in the worst 
excesses of line management (µLWLVQ¶WULJKWIDLUGHFHQW¶), but that this position is 
difficult to reconcile with a lack of organizational status (µWKH\GRQ¶WDOZD\VOLVWHQWR
us¶), and might be perceived as evidence of weakness (µHR is soft/touchy-feely¶). S3 
apparently adopts a straightforward position in relation to the repertoire, whereas D2 
offers a problematised position of conflict between lack of organizational legitimacy, 
low status and a desire to adopt and enforce moral high-ground. 
In my analysis of positions within the repertoires I also attended to the textual 
dimension (Fairclough, 1992; 2001), the discursive/linguistic construction (Alvesson 
and Skoldberg, 2000) of the utterances, to enable a consideration of how individual 
speakers were using the particular repertoires. 
Ideological Analysis 
Additionally, my approach to analysis involved a consideration of the conceptions, 
values, beliefs or sets of meanings associated with the discourses and repertoires 
deployed, to which Alvesson and Skoldberg (2000) refer as the  µideational level of 
analysis¶ (2000), and Fairclough (1992; 2001) as the µideational function¶ of 
GLVFRXUVH)DLUFORXJKGHILQHVLGHRORJLHVDVµVLJQLILFDtions/constructions of reality 
(the physical world, social relations, social identities) which are built into various 
dimensions of the forms/meanings of discursive practices, and which contribute to 
the production, reproduction or transformation of relatiRQVRIGRPLQDWLRQ¶)DLUFORXJK, 
1992, p. 87). This concern allows a consideration of intertextuality/ interdiscursivity, 
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i.e. how the repertoires (or discourses) articulated by the participants draw on other 
texts and discourses, including in particular the Discourses associated with public 
sector reform/ modernisation/ NPM and HRM. 
 
Example:  
In the above example, the excerpts from both speakers suggest a commitment to the 
notion that line managers as organizational representatives ought to behave in a fair 
and moral way towards employees, but that their propensity for doing so is variable 
at best. The position of the HR employee as moral arbiter or µenforcer¶ is resonant of 
a more traditional conception of the role of the µpeople management¶ function as 
overseer or µpolicer¶ of line management behaviours. The two speaker position 
themselves  respectively as µdriving¶ managers, and not being listened to by 
managers, suggesting alternative conceptions of the power and legitimacy of the Hr 
function, or possibly the empowering or weakening aspect of adopting the moral high 
ground. The notion that doing the µright or µdecent¶ thing by employees in a fair and 
consistent way is the duty of employers may be more associated with the 
developmental /humanist principles underpinning the conception of the public sector 
as µmodel employer¶, arguably an outmoded concept in the rhetoric of the 
modernised public sector. Finally, the contrast between fairness as the µsoft¶ option 
or fairness as a potentially harder route, µnot making everybody happy¶, including 
oneself is redolent of debates about the challenges of ethical behaviour in 
organizations. At this stage of analysis it is possible to identify how speakers are 
aligning themselves to particular ideological perspectives and to speculate on their 
reasons for doing so. 
My approach to the analysis was not applied in a rigid or linear manner, but I drew 
on the three aspects outlined above to consider repertoires, positions and ideational 
functioning/ intertextuality as mutually implicated phenomena. This involved, 
inevitably, hours of close reading, re-reading, classification, refining of classifications 
and cross referencing within and between texts-a common feature of discourse 
analysis based research. 
One final point is worthy of mention here. Although the interviews texts were 
examined in detail for evidence of similarities/differences, of equal importance was 
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the issue of consistency /variability, ambiguity and contradiction within the texts of 
individual interviews. Similarly, the identification of common repertories across a 
range of participants does not seek to suggest claims of representativeness or 
generalisability, merely the presence of shared discourses within a particular social 
context. 
4.6 Role of the researcher 
Learmonth (2006) suggests that during interviews both interviewee and interviewer 
are creating identities for themselves and for others, and Cassell (2005) suggests 
that the interview situation µconstructs us¶ and that identities are co-created for both 
interviewer and interviewee through the research process (p. 175). Given that the 
interview scenario represents a site for identity work for both interviewee and 
interviewer, a note on my own performance of identity is worthy of inclusion here. 
The intention is not to become narcissistically fixated on my own importance 
(Alvesson et al, 2008), but to appreciate how the way  my own identity was played 
out during the research process may have had some bearing on how participants 
respondent, given the relational nature of identity, and the interdependency of 
subject effects (Learmonth, 2006). As Alvesson (2003, p. 19) notes: µInterviewers are 
not simple conduits for answers but rather are deeply implicated in the production of 
answers¶ 
Prior to the interviews I had already begun to establish an identity for myself through 
e-mail contact, and was careful to include my role and position (µSenior Lecturer in 
HRM¶) as part of my e-mail µsignature¶. My purpose in doing so I assumed to be so 
that candidates would have a clear idea of my role. On reflection, I suspect I was 
attempting to establish a form of legitimacy with the participants (the title of Senior 
Lecturer in HRM may still carry some kind of kudos externally, even for a post-1992 
university!). Additionally, my association with µHRM¶ and with the postgraduate 
diploma offering CIPD graduate membership may have already created a sense of 
my identification with the values, tenets and principles of both. Some of the µpro-¶ and 
µanti-HRM¶ talk may have been deployed with this in mind, for example: 
µSue: So where do you get your ideas from about how you ought to do your 
job and what the priorities might be? 
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L1: Well, of course, People Management (CIPD fortnightly magazine) and the 
CIPD website are very good, yes, very good....yes, the CIPD...¶ 
And: 
µSue: How do you get ideas about what the role of HR ought to be? 
S1: The CIPD qualification is very valuable and I personally think if you are 
going to work in HR you should have it, because it gives the service the 
credibility and professionalism it deserves, so I have absolutely no problem 
with the qualification, but in terms of you know the journal they produce, I 
WKLQNLW¶VDORDGRIFODSWUDSWREHTXLWHKRQHVWLW¶VMXVW\RXNQRZLW¶VMXVW
people theorising and very RIWHQWKHUHDUHQ¶WPDQ\ZKDW,ZRXOGFDOOGHFHQW
articles, the employment law updates, and I like personnel today because 
\RX¶YHJRWVRPHJRRGFDVHURXQG-XSVWKHOHJDODVSHFWVEXWWKDW¶VDOO,HYHU
read, because the articles are just more of the same all of the time and 
GLIIHUHQWSHRSOH¶VRSLQLRQVDQGVKXWXSDQGJHWRQZLWK\RXURZQMRELWMXVW
LUULWDWHVPH,KDYHWREHKRQHVW(UPSDXVH,¶PWU\LQJWREHEDODQFHGDQG
fair. (pause) I think it is a worthwhile Institute but they need to be closer to the 
business as in the business that HR deliver on a practical level rather than 
MXVWDFDGHPLFVWKHRULVLQJDWDWKHRUHWLFDOOHYHODQGWH[WERRNVEHFDXVHWKDW¶V
what I feel it is, you know I could read a textbook and summarise it because 
WKDW¶VDOOWKRVHDUWLFOHVDUHEXW\HV,GRYDOXHWKH&,3'DVDERG\EXW,¶P
glad I did the qualification but the real learning only starts when the 
TXDOLILFDWLRQLVILQLVKHGDWWKHSUDFWLFDOOHYHOZKHQ\RX¶UHGRLQJWKHMREDQG
learning the strings and you get battle-scarred and you learn by your mistakes 
DQG\RXNLQGRIIRU+5SHRSOHLW¶VQRWHQRXJKDERXWKDYLQJ+5NQRZOHGJH
you need the business knowledge.¶ 
Interestingly, in both these examples the CIPD was cited without my having made 
UHIHUHQFHWRWKHP/¶VXVHRIWKHphrase µof course¶ suggests her interpretation of 
my question as seeking a positive review of the CIPD, although her enthusiasm is 
rather vague and not substantiated. For S1, the question provides an opportunity to 
adopt positions on the value of the CIPD as a professional body, the CIPD 
qualification, professional qualification learning versus µon-the-job learning¶, the 
inferiority of textbooks and theory to practical experience etc. Her response suggests 
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a particular understanding of and possible antagonism to my own position as 
academic/pro- theory/pro-HRM/pro-CIPD. This extract is discussed in more detail in 
the analysis section of the research. 
By contrast, former students made reference to HRM theory which may have been 
discussed in class, for example, having described her role at length: 
µ6$OO,IHHODVWKRXJK,¶YHWDONHGDERXWLVUHDOO\RSHUDWLRQDOVWXIIDQGZH¶UH
DOOVXSSRVHGWREHVWUDWHJLFQRZDUHQ¶WZH":HUHDOO\RXUFODVVHVZHUH
wasted you ask yourself (laughs)?¶ 
Her response indicates a pre-supposition that I would expect/prefer narratives of 
+5¶VVWUDWHJLFRULHQWDWLRQLQOLQHZLWKPXFKFXUUHQWZULWLQJRQWKHUROHRIWKH+5
function. Clearly in all 3 cases (as with many other participants), my position, 
background, role may have encouraged particular accounts/responses. 
On re-reading the transcripts I was also keen to deploy other identities during the 
interviews: I performed variously as mother, former job-sharer, former private sector 
worker, local resident and service user, Newcastle United fan, Northerner, and a 
potential host of other categories. These have been commented on in the analysis 
where to do so appears salient.  
However, two particular identities are worthy of further comment here: that of µformer 
HR employee/manager¶, and µlocal authority outsider¶.  Kvale (1996) suggests that 
interviewers are well advised to deploy a deliberate conscious naivete in order to 
HQFRXUDJHPRUHWDONRQWKHSDUWRILQWHUYLHZHHV2QWKHVXEMHFWRI+5¶VUROHWKLV
was somewhat difficult to bring off, given my supposed expertise in the area. I am 
also aware that I often assumed an empathising position (positivists would no doubt 
say excessively so) with those working in the function on the basis of my own 
experience, representing myself as µlecturer with practical experience under her belt¶.  
On the subject of local authority knowledge, despite my extensive reading on the 
subject, I remained an outsider, and was asked by several participants why I should 
have chosen this arena for my research. I was quick to identify myself as 
sympathetic to the difficulties which local government has experienced in recent 
years (budgetary cuts, targets, inspections etc.), and in doing so immediately 
positioned them as µvictims¶ in some respect of the worst excesses of Government. 
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What I conclude from this discussion is a reinforcement of my view that the research 
interview represents a conversation in which both researcher and participant take 
part (Dick and Cassell, 2002), and that any knowledge which is produced is 
grounded within the specific context of the research relationship (ibid.) This 
perspective highlights the spuriousness of exhortations to remain objective, 
unbiased, to avoid leading questions, as advocated by much of the mainstream 
literature on conducting research interviews (Learmonth, 2006).  
4.7 Further Ethical Considerations 
The ESRC Research Ethics Framework (2005) suggests that ethical research should 
conform to the following 6 principles: integrity and quality of research; subjects being 
kept fully informed about the purpose, methods and uses of the research; 
confidentiality and anonymity; voluntary participation; avoidance of harm; and 
independence of the research, with conflicts of interest made explicit.  
I attempted to ensure that my research adhered to all of these principles with one 
caveat to the µfully informed¶ principle (outlined previously). Additionally, I did not 
undertake any µparticipant verification¶, i.e. offering interviewees the opportunity to 
scrutinise and verify or otherwise with powers to edit or sanction my analysis, as 
advocated by Wengraf (2001). To do so would have proven difficult and impractical. 
Perhaps more importantly, my perspective is that the research undertaken here 
represents a particular co-construction which was then subsequently subjected to my 
analysis and interpretation and selective re-presentation. To suggest that 
participants might have a different view of whether the analysis captures µreality¶ 
does not sit comfortable with my view of the nature of the research process.  What is 
represented here is only one set of a range of possible interpretations (Alvesson and 
Karreman, 2007). 
Given that many of the interviews were arranged under the aegis of the most senior 
HR manager in the organization, there was a potential risk that some interviewees 
had been coerced into µvolunteering¶. I therefore contacted every participant by e-
mail in advance of the interview ostensibly to confirm details, but also to provide an 
opportunity for participants to withdraw confidentially. As already indicated, at this 
stage, two participants chose to do so. 
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Confidentiality and anonymity were assured, and interviewees have been identified 
by first name initials only in the research. Additionally, the authorities involved have 
not been named, as to do so might reveal the identities of some of the individuals 
participating. The participant list in appendix 1 indicates how the interview extracts 
have been labelled with abroad indicator of job level and authority only, as well as 
gender, in order to ensure that more identification of participants is not possible. 
This chapter has thus far offered a detailed account of the research and analysis 
methods undertaken, and of the research sites and participants who took part in this 
study, as well as a consideration of ethical concerns and of reflexivity in the process, 
the next chapter turns to the analysis of the interview transcripts themselves. 
4.8 Analysis  
The final part of this chapter serves as a foreword to my analysis of the interview 
transcripts and (to a much lesser extent) field notes from the meetings attended. It 
reiterates how the analysis has been tackled, revisiting the main themes of the 
research identified in the research questions and discussed in previous chapters. It 
then addresses some of my main considerations as I carried out the analysis, before 
outlining how the analysis is presented here. The final and largest part of this chapter 
is the analysis itself. Although, inevitably, some discussion has occurred here, the 
main discussion of the issues identified by the research is presented in the next 
chapter.  
In the interests of reflexivity, one of my main aims in constructing the analysis was to 
DOORZWKHZRUGVRISDUWLFLSDQWVWRµVSHDNIRUWKHPVHOYHV¶DVPXFKDVSRVVLEOH
Although I KDYHVRXJKWWRDYRLG$QWDNLHWDO¶VµQRQ-DQDO\VLV¶IDLOLQJVRI
excessive summarising or over-quotation, I make no apology for the number or 
length of speaker quotations, reproduced here in the interests of verisimilitude and 
authenticity.  
4.8.1 Focus of the analysis  
Before commencing the analysis of the research texts, it is worth revisiting the aims 
RIWKHUHVHDUFK7KHRYHUDUFKLQJDLPRIWKLVDQDO\VLVLVWRLGHQWLI\ZKDWµGLVFXUVLYH
EXVLQHVV¶LVJRLQJRQDVWKHUHVHDUFKSDUWLFLSDQWVWDONDERXWWheir role as local 
JRYHUQPHQW+5SUDFWLWLRQHUV7KLVµGLVFXUVLYHEXVLQHVV¶HQFRPSDVVHVERWKWKH
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nature of the talk, that is the particular repertoires and discourses on which the 
speakers draw, and also the performative dimension of the language they deploy.  
There are two main Discourses potentially informing participant talk and which are 
germane to the research questions posed here: firstly the discourses of public sector 
µUHIRUP¶, including discourses of new public management, modernisation and new 
managerialism, and secondly the discourses of HRM and the role of the HR function.  
$VVSHDNHUVGUDZIURPWKHUHVSHFWLYHµWH[WVFDSHV¶DQGPLFURWH[WVFDSHVRIWKRVH
SKHQRPHQDWKHµP\ULDGLQWHUWH[WXDOGLVFRXUVHV¶RIZKLFKWKH\DUHFRPSULVHG
(Keenoy and Oswick, 2004, p.141) feature significantly in this analysis, and in 
informing how the analysis is structured. This is not to suggest that the phenomena 
of public sector reform or HRM can be clearly or objectively defined: one of the 
features of this analysis is a focus on the differing ways in which speakers reproduce 
DQGFRQWHVWµWDNHQIRUJUDQWHG¶GLVFXUVLYHFRQVWUXFWLRQVRIERWK 
Clearly, in the extent to which the speakers are being asked to account discursively 
for their role and to offer their perspective on the nature of, the priorities for and the 
tensions within the role of the HR practitioner, the participants are invited here to 
engage in identity work (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002).  A further consideration then 
is how HR practitioners make sense of and give meaning to ideas about who and 
KRZWKH\VKRXOGEHDV+5µSURIHVVLRQDOV¶DQGKRZWKH\GUDZRQDQGGHSOR\
particular discursive resources from the Discourses outlined above in the 
construction of their identity. As outlined elsewhere, the perspective underpinning 
this research is one which acknowledges that identity is discursively deployed and is 
therefore inevitably fluid, fragmented and potentially lacking cohesion, dependent on 
the context, purpose and participants at the moment of production. In this vein, one 
of the aims of this research is to uncover the tensions, ambiguities and 
FRQWUDGLFWLRQVZLWKLQVSHDNHUV¶WDONDVWKH\VHHNWRFRQVWUXFWDGLVFXUVLYHLGHQWLW\IRU
WKHPVHOYHVDV+5SUDFWLWLRQHUVLQWKHFRQWH[WRIDµUHIRUPLQJ¶SXEOLFVHFWRU 
However, to simply identify which discourses and where such discourses are 
GHSOR\HGZRXOGEHWRIDOOLQWRWKHWUDSRIµVSRWWLQJIHDWXUHV¶$QWDNLHWDOS
rather than considering the purpose and consequences of their use : what Antaki et 
al refer to aVµXQSDFNLQJ¶7RUHLWHUDWHDQHDUOLHUSRLQW-DZRUVNLDQG&RXSODQG
suggest that the forensic task of discourse analysis is to track both how various 
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forms of discourse and associated values and assumptions are incorporated into a 
particular text, but also why, and with what effects. Discourses may be viewed as 
FDUULHUVRIµVKDUHGXQGHUVWDQGLQJLQWKHFUHDWLRQDQGPDLQWHQDQFHRIRUJDQL]DWLRQDO
VWUXFWXUHV¶ or as µFRPPXQLFDWLYHDFWLRQWKDWLVFRQVWUXFWLYHRIVRFLDODQG
RUJDQL]DWLRQDOUHDOLW\¶ (Heracleous and Hendry, 2000, p.1252 ). For Learmonth, the 
GRPLQDQWODQJXDJHXVHGLQRUJDQL]DWLRQVUHQGHUVWKHZRUOGµLQWHOOLJLEOHDQG
contestable LQSDUWLFXODUZD\V¶ (2005, p. 618), whilst  Keenoy and Oswick, (2004) 
suggest that organizational discourses may both constrain and facilitate language 
and behaviour. The aim here is to reflect upon the ways in which participant talk is 
both constrained and facilitated, the ways in which the world is rendered intelligible 
and contestable by dominant discourses of HRM and public sector reform. This 
includes a consideration of how individuals position themselves in relation to 
particular repertoires, including reciprocal and alternative positioning, i.e. through 
recourse to opposing positions or to alternative discourses. An important 
consideration in this respect therefore is the theme of discursive resistance, that is, 
ZKHUHLQWHUSUHWDWLYHµGLVMXQFWXUHV¶RFFXU+DUG\DQGWKHZD\VLQZKLFK
speakers appropriate but also subvert, reinterpret and discursively oppose such 
organizational/ organizing discourses (Thomas and Davies, 2005).  
 
4.8.2 Discourses, themes and repertoires  
 
To reiterate, after much refinement of themes, labels and categories, the analysis is 
organized broadly but not exclusively around the two main themes raised in the 
research questions, that is, human resource management and public sector reform, 
and a third important theme which emerged from the analysis, that of gender. Whilst 
these three broad themes form the basic structure of the analysis, each theme 
contains a series of related discursive repertoires or discourses outlined below. None 
of the themes is discrete or complete, and the process of organising and grouping 
specific repertoires was messy, iterative and ultimately imperfect, as categorisation 
inevitably renders talk more rigid and ordered than the way in which it was originally 
deployed.  I readily acknowledge that a different researcher may have chosen not to 
organise the analysis in this way or may have used different labels for both 
discourses and themes. 
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4.8.3 Variability and heteroglossia 
Following a lengthy process of reading, re-reading, selecting and categorising from 
WKHFRQWHQWRIWKHLQWHUYLHZWUDQVFULSWVLQGLYLGXDOµGLVFRXUVHV¶RUGLVFXUVLYH
repertoires were grouped by association and similarity. The aim was not to be 
UHGXFWLYHEXWWRUHSUHVHQWPRUHSDUVLPRQLRXVO\WKHHVVHQFHRIWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶WDON
allowing it to be organised and reproduced in a (somewhat) systematic way. Equally, 
whilst this process enabled common and recurring discourses to be identified across 
speakers, the aim of the analysis was also to identify contradictions, conflicts, 
incommensurability and variability within individual speaker accounts, which feature 
throughout the transcripts.  
Incommensurability in this respect may be understood as the Participants evidently 
slip un-self-consciously between ostensibly irreconcilable, dichotomous discourses. 
They deploy the same discourses in different ways, and with apparently conflicting 
interpretations. They seemingly merge language from diverse and disparate 
discourses with ease, and selectively deploy some aspects of discourses whilst 
LJQRULQJRWKHUV6XFKIOH[LELOLW\ZLWKLQVSHDNHUV¶WDONPLJKWEHFRQVLGHUHGDNLQGRI
µGLVFXUVLYHGH[WHULW\¶-RUSRVVLEO\µGLVFXUVLYHSURPLVFXLW\¶GLVFRXUVHVEHFRPHD
flexible resource deployed in a way which is compatible with the aims of the speaker. 
As an example, S1 talks of the desirability of old public service values and the 
µKDOF\RQGD\V¶RIµPRGHOHPSOR\HU¶VWDWXVZKLOVWDWWKHVDPHWLPHDSSURSULDWLQJµQHZ¶
discourses of accounting, financial logic and modernisation. Compare for example 
WKHILUVWVWDWHPHQWDSSDUHQWO\GUDZLQJRQDµWUDGLWLRQDO¶µROGSXEOLFDGPLQLVWUDWLRQ¶
discourse of public service/ public sector as unique and ethical : 
µ,W¶VDERXWPDNLQJVXUHWKDWWKDW¶VWUXHWRWKHHWKRVRIWKHSXEOLF
VHFWRUWKHUH¶VWKHHWKLFVDURXQGZKDWZH¶UHGRLQJIURPDSXEOLFVHFWRU
SHUVSHFWLYH¶ 
The following is from the same speaker, drawing on discourses more associated with 
WKHµPRGHUQLVDWLRQ¶DJHQGDSHRSOHDVDQµLQYHVWPHQW¶DQGµMRLQHG-XS¶WDONIRU
H[DPSOHDQGWKHµ+50¶UKHWRULFRIµDGGHGYDOXH¶ 
µVRPHWLPHV\RXKDYHWREHWKHFRUSRUDWHSROLFHEHFDXVHWKH\GRQ¶W
appreciate the investment they have to make in their people as a resource... 
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ZKDW¶VEHLQJGRQHLVQRWMRLQHGXSDQGLI\RXZDQWWRDGGYDOXH\RXPD\KDYH
WREHXQSRSXODU¶ 
6LPLODUO\GHVSLWHDUWLFXODWLQJDGHVLUHWRSUHVHUYHWKHµROG¶SXEOLFVHFWRUHWKRVWKH
same speaker apparently welcomes an impending change programme with 
enthusiasm, representing HR as pro-change, proactive and adaptable, even if the 
rest of the organization lags behind: 
µ:HQHHGWUDQVIRUPDWLRQZH¶YHJRQHDORQJZD\LQ+5WRWU\LQJWRWUDQVIRUP
RXUVHOYHVEXWWKHUH¶VRQO\DFHUWDLQH[tent we can do that without the rest of 
WKHRUJDQL]DWLRQEX\LQJLQWRLW\RXNQRZ¶ 
This readiness to move from one set of repertoires (old public sector ethos, 
traditional personnel management values) to an apparently contradictory set 
(modernisation and joined up-QHVVDFFRXQWLQJWDONDVGHWHUPLQDQWRIµYDOXH+5DV
pro-change rather than backward looking) may be seen as an inevitable but 
accidental phenomenon during a period of transition in which multiple discourses 
flourish. Alternatively the melding of µROG¶DQGµQHZ¶WDONLQWKLVVSHDNHU¶VDFFRXQW
common to many of the participants in this research, may be explained as the 
conscious and manipulative choices of a sophisticated and agential speaker seeking 
to draw on any available discursive resources in order to legitimize her role and 
IXQFWLRQ7KLVPLJKWFDOOLQWRTXHVWLRQWKHµSUDFWLFDOGLIILFXOWLHV¶H[SHULHQFHGE\
speakers in assembling narratives of the self from a range of competing discourses 
to which Clarke et al refer (2009). The process of negotiation of multiple and varied 
discourses to which Fairclough (2001) refers appears to be less challenging to the 
speakers here who incorporate aspects of multiple discourses, than to the 
reader/researcher seeking cohesion and consistency in their accounts. 
4.8.4 Multiply interdiscursive repertoires 
,QDWWHPSWLQJWRFODVVLI\SDUWLFLSDQWV¶WDONDQGWKXVLGHQWLI\FRPPRQUHSHUWRLUHV,ZDV
struck by talk which might be considered multiply interdiscursive: that is, drawing on 
repertoires which might be located in multiple broader discourses. Such repertoires 
PLJKWEHFRQVLGHUHGWRZRUNµHIILFLHQWO\¶RQEHKDOIRIWKRVHZKRGUDZRQWKHPWKH\
enable the speaker to pursue legitimacy through talk from a number of potential 
perspectives without having to articulate DFOHDUµGLVFXUVLYHDOOHJLDQFH¶$VDQ
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H[DPSOHVSHDNHUVRIWHQH[SUHVVHGDFRPPLWPHQWWRWKHQRWLRQRIµFRQVLVWHQF\¶DVD
desirable organizational phenomenon. See, for example, S6: 
µ%XW,PHDQIURPDQRYHUYLHZSRLQWRIYLHZWKHUHDUHVRPHFRQVLGHUDEOH
consistency issues...here it seems to be quite or perceived to be quite Ok and 
,¶YHEHHQLQWKLVSRVW\HDUVDQGWKHUH¶VEHHQDORWRINLFNEDFNWRVD\GRQ¶WGR
WKDWEHFDXVHLQGRLQJWKDWLWFUHDWHVLQFRQVLVWHQF\¶ 
Arguably this reference to consistency/inconsistency positions the speaker within a 
range of apparently conflicting and antagonistic GLVFRXUVHVIURPZKLFKµFRQVLVWHQF\
WDON¶PLJKWEHGHHPHGWRGUDZILUVWO\WKHµSULPDF\RISROLF\¶µSXEOLFVFUXWLQ\¶DQG
probity discourses associated with bureaucratic principles and practice, whereby 
consistent SUDFWLFHXSKROGVSULQFLSOHVVHFRQGO\WKHVWDQGDUGLVDWLRQDQGµRIIWKH
VKHOI¶DSSURDFKDGYRFDWHGE\WKHµHIILFLHQF\¶UKHWRULFRIWKHDUFK-µPRGHUQLVDWLRQ¶
publication the Gershon review, whereby consistency offers a route to cost-cutting 
DQGµPRUHIRUOHVV¶WKLUGWKHFDOOWRµMRLQHG-XSQHVV¶DQGFRUSRUDF\RISXEOLFVHFWRU
reform discourses, offering sleeker, client-responsive public service; fourth, the 
imperative of legislative compliance, equity and fairness associated with traditional 
personnel management, whereby consistency offers a robust defence of 
organizational decisions and actions about employee treatment, especially to 
potential employment tribunal panels; and finally, the internal consistency and 
strategic alignment discourse of HRM, which suggests that a cohesive and 
integrated set of people management policies and practices clearly aligned to 
business strategy offers the route to strategic, value-added HRM.  
Perhaps it is unsurprising that this theme of consistency/inconsistency featured 
heavily in the talk of many speakers: it simultaneously offers legitimacy through 
reference to multiple overarching discourses. Interestingly, many of these discourses 
have been positioned both in academic and practitioner literature as irreconcilable 
and conflicting, (for example, traditional personnel management versus human 
UHVRXUFHPDQDJHPHQWRUROGSXEOLFDGPLQLVWUDWLRQYHUVXV130DQGDµPRGHUQLVHG¶
public sector) yet apparently draw on similar repertoires such as  consistency talk, in 
their struggle for primacy.  
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One of the difficulties for the researcher, however, is deciding how such talk should 
be classified, particularly when speaker use offers few further clues other than to 
reiterate the taken-for-granted nature of the repertoire: 
6XH6RWKLVODFNRIFRQVLVWHQF\DQGWKDW¶VDWKHPHWKDWDOOWKHIRONV,¶YH
spoken to so far have said they felt a really major issue at the Council.  Is that 
«ZKDW¶VWKHSUREOHPZLWKDODFNRIFRQVLVWHQF\" 
6:HOOLW¶VDERXWHQVXULQJZH¶UHDOOVLQJLQJRIIWKHVDPHK\PQVKHHWDQG
GRLQJWKLQJVULJKWRWKHUZLVHLWZRQ¶WZDVKDQGHYHU\RQHVXIIHUV<RXNQRZLW¶V
about the need for us all to be consistent across the piece. 
7KHXQLYHUVDODSSHDORIVXFKµIOH[LEOH¶UHSHUWRLUHVGLVFRurses might explain their 
somewhat axiomatic presentation and apparent need for no further explanation. The 
deployment of flexible repertoires potentially circumvents the putative tensions 
suggested by Newman (2002) which arise when old and new discourses co-exist 
during reform programmes: through judicious selection, speakers may be seen to be 
comfortably reconciling the irreconcilable. 
4.8.5 Legitimizing talk 
Having signalled previously an interest in the performative dimension of talk, it is 
worth noting here that the question of legitimacy of the HR function mentioned above 
featured as an overarching theme across the talk of all participants. It therefore 
IHDWXUHVVLJQLILFDQWO\WKURXJKRXWWKHDQDO\VLV7KH+5IXQFWLRQ¶VDFFHVVWR
organizational power and status (or lack of it) was frequently addressed, whether 
articulated clearly or more obliquely, as was the need for the HR function to establish 
legitimacy, and to find a means to do so-suggesting that legitimacy has not yet been 
achieved but is still in process. Participants frequently alluded to the power dynamic 
of the HR/line management relationship, and to the issue of how different discourses 
might lead to power and status being conferred on the HR function by line 
management. Interestingly, this suggests that HR/HRM achieves no status on its 
own merits or by any measure other than line management approval, a popular 
theme in much of the HRM literature, especially in the work of Ulrich (see particularly 
Ulrich and Brockbank, 2005), as previously discussed. Nevertheless, numerous 
VSHDNHUVGUHZRQDOWHUQDWLYHGLVFRXUVHVFKDOOHQJLQJWKHµOLQHPDQDJHUDVDUELWHU¶
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position, through recourse to talk of objectivity, fairness, independence and ethics as 
organizing imperatives.  
 
Several speakers talk about thHQHHGIRU+5WREHµVROG¶ to line management (F1, 
10ZKLOVWRWKHUVVHHNWRHPSKDVL]HWKHQHHGIRU+5WRµpersuade (line 
management) through negotiation and listening¶6RUWRµconvince¶6OLQH
management that HR has value. In this process of persuasion members of the 
function must assume a sufficiently subservient stance in order to be acceptable: 
 
 B1:  6KH¶VJRWWREHVRGLSORPDWLFVRVKHFDQEULQJWKHPDQDJHUVURXQG 
 
This talk of lack of legitimacy and status, and being subservient to line management 
is echoed by J2, suggesting that his HR team does not constitute a department with 
power: 
 
J2:  :H¶UHZRUNLQJKDUGWRH[HUWGLUHFWLRQDOLQIOXHQFHEXWZH¶UHVXEMHFWWR
 WKHZKLPVRIWKRVHZLWKSRZHU7KHJXLGHOLQHVDUHRQO\µVKRXOG¶DW
 the moPHQW,GRQ¶WWKLQNZHFDQHYHUPRYHWRDµPXVW¶ 
Similarly, HR initiatives may not be welcomed if they appear to be developed by the 
function alone. Witness these two contributions from a senior HR Manager (to the 
+5PDQDJHUVDWDµWRSWHDP¶PHHWLQJZKRcautions against projects in his authority 
EHLQJWRRKHDYLO\EUDQGHGDVµ+5¶LQLWLDWLYHVWRWKHLUGHWULPHQW 
S4:  If we plunge too many people into the project, it becomes an HR driven 
 LQLWLDWLYHDQGLWZRQ¶WZDVK 
 
 S4: :H¶YHJRWWRSDXVHLWDQGIHHGLWLQWRWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQRWKHUZLVHLW¶VMXVW
  going to look like an HR piece of work  
The same speaker characterises the HR department as a powerless, misunderstood 
µYLFWLP¶ZLWKLQWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQ 
S4: :HQHHGWKHYDOXHRI+5WREHXQGHUVWRRG:H¶YHJRWWR raise our  
  profile and find some good news to publicise to counter the kicking  
  ZH¶YHKDGDQGWKDW¶VDELJDVN 
Here the speaker suggests that the function not only lacks credibility and legitimacy, 
but that association with HR input may result in degradation or dismissal of 
152 
Sue Kinsey-HR identity in local government 
organizational projects. For numerous speakers, the cause, and also the possible 
FRQVHTXHQFHRIWKLVµODFNRIOHJLWLPDF\¶WDONDSSHDUVWREHDFODLPWKDW+5KDVµno 
budget¶DQGWKHUHIRUHµno authority¶6RURIKDYLQJWRJRµcap in hand¶0WROLQH
management for resources.  
 
Perhaps it is not surprising that those in a department which has no access to 
LQGHSHQGHQWIXQGLQJVRXUFHVVKRXOGGHSOR\µKXPEOH¶WDONRUVKRXOGFDVWLWVHOIDVD
IXQFWLRQZKLFKQHHGVWRµkeep pleasing people¶(RUDVµVHUYDQWVRIWKHOLQH¶(F2). 
%VXJJHVWVWKDWWKLVµVHUYLQJ¶SURFHVVLVE\QRPHDQVXQSUREOHPDWLFDVOHJLWLPDF\
is constantly reviewed and potentially withdrawn:  
B1:  %XW\RXFDQKDYHRQHLQFLGHQWWKDWFDQVRPHWLPHV«WKH\KROG 
  on to that, you know 
Whilst M1 echoes this repertoire, saying: 
 M1: 6RZH¶UHJHWWLQJWKHUHEXWLW¶VKDGWREHUHDOO\URXQGFRUQHUVDQGE\
  VWHDOWKDQG«DQGLW¶VWDNHQDORWRIKDUGZRUNDQG,DOZD\VVD\WRWKH
  JLUOVWKHUH¶VDORWRIZRUNWRJHWRXUUHSXWDWLRQLW¶VPLQXWHVWRORVHLW
  you know.   
It might be equally unsurprising if speakers choose to identify the humble/service 
role as the source of HR professionalism if this is what is most readily offered by 
management. F1, for example several times identifies professionalism with the 
concept of supporting the line: 
F1:  ,QHHGWRPDNHVXUHDVWKH+5SURIHVVLRQDOWKDW¶VEHHQVXSSRUWLQJ 
  management on this.... 
F1: We are there to advise and support and we are the professionals in 
  doing  that 
This isVXHRIµSURIHVVLRQDO¶OHJLWLPL]DWLRQWDONLVUHYLVLWHGEHORZ,QWHUYLHZHHV
additionally drew on a range of competing, often apparently irreconcilable discourses 
DVOHJLWLPL]LQJUHVRXUFHVUDQJLQJIURPµROGSXEOLFDGPLQLVWUDWLRQ¶DQGEXUHDXFUDWLF
principles and associated talk of fairness and justice, to managerialist, market and 
µSHUIRUPDQFH¶UHODWHGGLVFRXUVHV:KLOVWWKHSRWHQWLDODOOHJLDQFHEHWZHHQµUHIRUP¶
discourses and the language of HRM might ostensibly offer an opportunity for HR 
practitioners to assert their value to the organization, some speakers either failed to 
spot the opportunity or self-consciously chose to resist it, drawing more readily on 
apparently outmoded discourses of bureaucracy/OPA and TPM.  
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In addition to a wealth of legitimacy-conferring discourses, participants also drew on 
a range of justificatory discourses, that is, discourses explaining why legitimacy 
might be withheld, constrained or compromised. As an example, line manager 
shortcomings were oft-FLWHGVRXUFHVRI+5¶VIDLOXUHWRDFKLHYHµVWUDWHJLF¶OHJLWLPDF\
WKHµ+RO\*UDLO¶RIWKH+50IXQFWLRQ,URQLFDOO\SDUWLFLSDQWVWDONHGRIWDONRIOLQH
management inadequacy, reluctance, incompetence or inability to manage their own 
SHRSOHDVWKHVRXUFHRI+5¶VIDLOXUHWRIUHHWKHPVHOYHVIURPWKHµKDQGV-RQ¶UROHLQ
order to focus on more strategic work: 
 K2:  6RPHRIWKHPDUHTXLWHFRPSHWHQWEXWPRVWRIWKHPGRQ¶WZDQWWRGR
  LWRUFDQ¶WRUFODLPWKH\KDYHQ¶WJRWWLPHRUWKH\WU\LWDQGIXFNLWXSVR
  we have to go in and do daPDJHOLPLWDWLRQDQGVRZH¶UHDOZD\V 
  ILUHILJKWLQJDQGRQWKHEDFNIRRWDQGWKHQWKH\ZRQGHUZK\ZHKDYHQ¶W
  been more proactive 
7KLVµKDQGV-RQ¶WDONPLJKWVXJJHVWDQDOWHUQDWLYHURXWHIRUWKHIXQFWLRQWRDFKLHYH
legitimacy, yet it is itself presented as an inhibitor, offering a further repertoire by 
which HR might be condemned: 
 J1:  ...the more involved you are, the more you find yourself saying no to 
  managers, and the more frustrated they feel with the function as they 
  see us preventing them from doing what they want and we get the old 
  µSROLFLQJ¶ODEHODJDLQ 
$OWKRXJKWKHVHµOHJLWLPDF\¶UHSHUWRLUHVDUHGLVFXVVHGLQJUHDWHUGHWDLOEHORZWKH
purpose of introducing the analysis section thus is to emphasize the extent to which 
the theme of legitimation runs throughout all the talk and texts reflected here. To 
reiterate then, the analysis should be read with the concepts of legitimacy and the 
question of which discourses might offer greater legitimation in mind. Inevitably this 
theme is also revisited in the discussion chapter, which builds on the analysis which 
follows. 
4.9 Summary 
The purpose of this chapter has been to offer a clear account of the nature of the 
research study undertaken, including a consideration of the locations where and 
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participants with whom the interviews were undertaken, as well as a discussion of 
the approach to analysis and identification of key themes which emerged. The next 
three chapters are analysis chapters which offer a detailed consideration of the 
µILQGLQJV¶XQGHUWKH WKUHHPDLQGLVFXUVLYHWKHPHVLGHQWLILHGILUVWO\+5¶V
RUJDQLVDWLRQDOFRQWULEXWLRQDQGSDUWLFXODUO\WKHGLVFRXUVHVRIµEXVLQHVV¶GHSOR\HGWR
construct the function; secondly the ways in which discourses of public sector 
FRQWH[WKDYHLQIRUPHG+5¶VUROHDQd identity; and finally a consideration of the 
gendered and sexualised discourses which proliferate in characterising the identity 
and role of HR practitioners. 
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5.$QDO\VLVµ6SLQQLQJWKHOLQH¶'LVFRXUVHVRI6WUDWHJ\9DOXHDQG%XVLQHVV 
5.1 Introduction 
IQWKLVILUVWDQDO\VLVFKDSWHU,ZLOOH[SORUHDQGLOOXVWUDWHWKURXJKSDUWLFLSDQWV¶H[WUDFWV
how the business of HRM is talked about through discourses of business, strategy, 
and value. Of particular interest is the extent to which what constitutes being 
µVWUDWHJLF¶RUµDGGLQJYDOXH¶UHPDLQVFRQWHVWHGAll bar two participants in the 
research articulated an orientation to strategy through alternative and varied 
discourses: in pursuit of claiming the strategic, value added and performance terrain, 
particularly through articulating HR as business-aligned, or as business itself; of 
rewriting ZKDWPLJKWEHFRQVLGHUHGµVWUDWHJLF¶µYDOXHDGGHG¶WKURXJKUHFRXUVHWR
discourses of ethics and fairness; and of refuting WKHHVSRXVHGPHULWVRIDµVWUDWHJLF¶
orientation iQIDYRXURIDQDOWHUQDWLYHµSUDJPDWLF¶RULHQWDWLRQ7KHWLWOHRIWKHFKDSWHU
refers to the words of a senior HR manager self-consciously characterising how HR 
LVUHTXLUHGWRSHUIRUPGLVFXUVLYHO\LQRUGHUWREHDGPLWWHGWRWKHµWRSWDEOH¶ 
 S4:  ,¶YHSHUVRnally overseen the production of the People Strategy to  
  HQVXUHZH¶UHVSLQQLQJWKHOLQHDQGGHPRQVWUDWLQJRXUVWUDWHJLF 
  contribution (laughs) 
To set this analysis in the specific context of the HRM literature, much of that 
literature identifies the key feature distinguishing HRM from personnel management 
as the capacity to act and think strategically (see especially Ulrich, 1997; Ulrich and 
Beatty, 2001; Ulrich and Brockbank, 2005), and particularly the ability to align HR 
behaviour and HRM activity to PDQDJHULDOO\GHILQHGµVWUDWHJLFSULRULWLHV¶2WKHUVKDYH
suggested (for example, Jacoby, 2003; Rynes, 2004) that the HR function has had 
QRDOWHUQDWLYHEXWWRSXUVXHDµVWUDWHJLF¶LGHQWLW\LQWKHDEVHQFHRIDQDFFHSWDEOH
alternative. The issue of acceptability is key and raises some vital questions for the 
HR function as a whole, and for those who work within it, and thus is important for 
WKHVWXG\7KHILUVWRIWKHVHTXHVWLRQVLVZKHWKHUWKHSURFHVVRIEHFRPLQJµVWUDWHJLF¶
(in whatever guise) necessarily leads to greater legitimacy. Secondly, does aspiring 
WRµVWUDWHJLFQHVV¶UHTXLUHWKRVHLQWKHIXQFWLRQWRUHMHFWWKHSUHYLRXVDGPLQLVWUDWLYH
and welfare-orientated concerns associated with a traditional personnel 
management (TPM) identity? Finally, does this orientation guarantee, as suggested 
E\ERWKDFDGHPLFVDQGSDUWLFXODUO\WKRVHLQWKH+5µSURIHVVLRQDO¶ERGLHVWKDWWKH
156 
Sue Kinsey-HR identity in local government 
IXQFWLRQZLOODFKLHYHDILUPµSURIHVVLRQDO¶IRRWLQJDQGWKHDVVRFLDWHGSRZHUDQG
credibility to which this status might give access? 
A strategic identity for the HR function is usually articulated as being constituted 
through a close association with line management. Prescriptions for the role have 
DGYRFDWHGZRUNLQJDVµEXVLQHVVSDUWQHUV¶DORQJVLGHDOWKRXJKSHUKDSVPRUH
realistically subservient to) line management, responding to line manager demands 
LQWKHSXUVXLWRIµDGGHGYDOXH¶8OULFKDQG%URFNEDQN+HUHWKHQRWLRQRIZKDW
FRQVWLWXWHVµYDOXH¶LVXVXDOO\DUWLFXODWHGE\WKHµFOLHQW¶IRU+5¶VVHUYLFHVSULQFLSDOO\
those line manaJHUV7KHVXSSRVHGO\µSURIHVVLRQDO¶+5SUDFWLWLRQHULVOLWWOHPRUH
WKDQDFLSKHUIRUPDQDJHPHQWYLHZVDQGUHTXLUHPHQWVDVµ9DOXHLVGHILQHGE\WKH
receiver ...rather than HR professionals imposing their beliefs, goals and actions on 
others, they first nHHGWREHRSHQWRZKDWRWKHUVZDQW¶8OULFKDQG%URFNEDQN
p. 4). 
5HIHUHQFHWRVHUYLQJPXOWLSOHVWDNHKROGHUVIHDWXUHVLQWKLVYLVLRQRIWKHµVWUDWHJLF¶+5
IXQFWLRQ)RUH[DPSOH8OULFKDQG%URFNEDQNSGHPDQGDµSDQRSWLFDO¶
+5µ+5PDQDJHUVDUHDEOHWRVHHµWKHZRUOGWKURXJKHPSOR\HHV¶H\HV¶DQGDFWDV
WKHLUUHSUHVHQWDWLYHZKLOHDWWKHVDPHWLPHORRNLQJWKURXJKFXVWRPHUV¶
VKDUHKROGHUV¶DQGPDQDJHUV¶H\HVDQGFRPPXQLFDWLQJWRHPSOR\HHVZKDWLV
required for them to be successful in creatinJYDOXH¶8OULFKDQG%URFNEDQNS
201). Evidently, however, certain stakeholders will have greater power, influence and 
WKHFDSDFLW\IRURIIHULQJOHJLWLPDF\µUHZDUGV¶LQFOXGLQJIRUH[DPSOHDFFHVVWR
resources. It may be no surprise if members of an HR function in pursuit of these 
rewards are required to identify themselves as closely managerially aligned, rather 
than pursuing discourses of serving all stakeholders. 
The mainstream HR literature has also been keen to identify evidence of a clear 
causal chain and appropriate metrics to demonstrate the contribution of HR activity 
to organizationDOµSHUIRUPDQFH¶%RVHOLHHWDO3DDXZH7RRWHOOHWDO
*XHVW7KHTXHVWIRUWKHµKRO\JUDLO¶RILUUHIXWDEOHHYLGHQFHWRSURYHWKDW
HRM µDGGVYDOXH¶organizationally continues, with narrow definitions of value and 
SHUIRUPDQFHXVXDOO\DUWLFXODWHGLQWHUPVRIµERWWRPOLQH¶RUSURILWDELOLW\ 
The question of how participants have addressed (and rearticulated) what 
FRQVWLWXWHVµDGGLQJYDOXH¶Ls considered more closely below. First, I reflect on how 
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some of the strategic terrain has been claimed by participants, both through 
identifying HR with business talk and distancing it from prior associations with, for 
example, welfare; and also through rewriting activities of HR itself as business, 
rather than as business adjunct, or as servant of business. 
5µ'RLQJWKHEXVLQHVV¶7DONLQJµ+5¶WDONLQJµ%XVLQHVV¶ 
As previously indicated, a common theme among the majority of participants was the 
suggestion that HR activity is not valued on its own merits, and that legitimacy, 
SRZHUDQGVWDWXVKDVWREHµHDUQHG¶E\PHPEHUVZKRZRUNZLWKLQWKHIXQFWLRQ 
Witness for example the contribution of S2: 
S2: The head of HR used to sit on Corporate Board, which theoretically 
 drives the strategic direction of the authority but they decided that she 
 GLGQ¶WQHHGWREHWKHUHSDUWO\,PLJKWVD\EHFDXVHWKH\VHHKHUDVWKH
 little woman from personnel, but also because she would talk about the 
 long-term and about developing an appropriate pool of talent and about 
 nurturing the resource we have for the future of the organization, and 
 ZKDW¶VPRUHVWUDWHJLFWKDQWKDW"%XWWRWKHPLWLVQ¶WDERXWVKRUWWHUP
 VDYLQJVDQGUHDOLVLQJHIILFLHQF\JDLQVLQPHDVXUDEOHZD\VVRLW¶s off 
 their agenda. 
The gendered dimension of this talk is considered subsequently. The main 
consideration here is the way in which the speaker articulates what might be 
FRQVLGHUHGµ+5NQRZOHGJHDQGH[SHUWLVH¶DVXQSDODWDEOHWRWKHVHQLRUPDQDJHPHQW
body of the organization if it fails to claim a promise of short-term, measurable, 
financial benefits. The suggestion here is that what constitutes HR talk/HR 
knowledge may be considered of value only if it is deployed in the pursuit of 
µEXVLQHVV¶REMHFWLYHVDQd goals, defined by management, in management terms, i.e. 
µWKHODQJXDJHRIWKHEXVLQHVV¶-in this case savings, efficiency, measurability. The 
involvement of the head of HR is contingent on her ability to articulate value and 
contribution in terms dictated by management. Over 30 years on, the pressure to 
SHUIRUPDVµFRQIRUPLVWLQQRYDWRU¶/HJJHDOOLHGWROLQHPDQDJHPHQWDQG
informed by managerial agendas, is articulated as clearly here as ever. Another 
issue here is the power of other members of the Corporate Board to determine who 
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should be present at the meetings and thus positioning HR as no longer relevant, a 
silenced function in terms of contribution to strategy. 
In the following three extracts the participants, in different ways, appeared to accept 
WKLVµFRQIRUPLVW¶UROHDQGRULHQWDWLRQDVWKHLQHYLWDEOHRUGHVLUDEOHIDWHRIWKHIXQFWLRQ
and suggested that legitimacy is lacking on the part of the function only because of a 
failure to engage with the appropriate discourse: 
 L1: HR in the private sector I think has got much better at speaking the 
 JHQXLQHODQJXDJHRIEXVLQHVV7KH\GRQ¶WZDQWWRKHDUDERXWVLFNQHVVGRZQ
 from 11 to 10%, they want to hear well what is that costing me, what are those 
 on the bottom line?  If you implement XYZ, what will that cost and what do 
 you think that will do to the sickness figures and what does that mean to the 
 bottom line?  And we seem to be a bit off the pace in the public sector from 
 ZKDW,¶YHVHHQDERXW\RXNQRZVSHDNLQJWKDWNLQGRIODQJXDJH 
The issue here is subtly articulated not as one of HR not being capable of doing 
valuable work, but merely, in contrast to the private sector, of failing to describe it in 
palatable, (managerial) attention-catching language. These descriptions feature 
ZRUGVOLNHµJHQXLQH¶DQGµPXFKEHWWHU¶:KLOHWKHVSHDNHUGHVFULEHVSXEOLFVHFWRU
DSSURDFKHVDVµRIISDFH¶VXJJHVWLQJDQDVSLUDWLRQWRNHHSXSZLWKWKHEXVLQHVVWDON
LQLWVDWWHQGDQWµODXGDWRU\DXUD¶2WKHUSDUWLFLSDQWVDSSHDUHGWRKDYHPRUHUHDGLO\
consumed and approprLDWHGµEXVLQHVVODQJXDJH¶DQGLQFRUSRUDWHGLWLQWRWKHLU
UHSUHVHQWDWLRQRIWKHIXQFWLRQ¶VUROHHQJDJLQJLQILQDQFLDOWDONµHIILFLHQFLHV¶µERWWRP
OLQH¶µ52,¶DQGDVVRFLDWLQJLWGLUHFWO\ZLWK+5DFWLYLW\ 
S4:  We (HR) are getting better at demonstrating the return on investment  
R1:  Re-engineering will bring efficiencies and once those efficiencies are 
  delivered we can demonstrate some real performance turnaround  
  where it matters, at the bottom line 
In addition to the potential problems of allying HR discourses to the repertoires of 
managerialist fashion, the suggestion that HR knowledge and associated discourses 
do not constitute valid organizational repertoires in their own right may be 
problematic for the HR function, thus perhaps a discursive allegiance is sought. 
However in seeking to establish greater legitimacy through this discursive allegiance 
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(an allegiance encouraged by the CIPD, the professional body, in pursuit of 
augmented professional legitimacy), the HR profession and its practitioners may risk 
becoming hostages to managerial demands, and risking the very independence on 
ZKLFKWKHSUL]HGµSURIHVVLRQDO¶VWDWXVPD\GHSHQG 
$ILQDOUHSHUWRLUHLQYROYLQJµEXVLQHVV¶WDONHQWDLOHGWKHUHZULWLQJRI+5as business: 
rejecting marginalisation, cKDOOHQJLQJWKHFODVVLILFDWLRQRI+5WDONDVµQRW-EXVLQHVV¶ 
C1:  I went to one of those CIPD events recently where they were launching 
 yet another set of new standards, and they seemed to revolve around 
 talking the language of the business, whatever that might be, as if we 
 already speak bloody Serbo-Croat or some such. What do they mean? 
 ,¶OOWHOO\RXZKDWLIJHWWLQJWKHULJKWSHRSOHLQDQGWUDLQHGDQGPRWLYDWHG
 DQGSHUIRUPLQJWRGHOLYHUWKHVHUYLFHVLVQ¶WWKHODQJXDJHRIWKH
 EXVLQHVVWKHQ,GRQ¶Wknow what is. And preventing the managers from 
 UHFUXLWLQJWKHLUVHFUHWDU\¶VGDXJKWHURQWKHTXLHWRUVDFNLQJWKHPDWWKH
 GURSRIDKDWZLWKRXWGXHSURFHVVVRZHGRQ¶WJHWVWLWFKHGIRUDFWLQJ
 outwith the policy and landed with compensation or being splashed 
 DFURVVWKH([SUHVVDQG6WDUDJDLQWKDW¶VWKHODQJXDJHRIWKHEXVLQHVV
 LI\RXDVNPH$QGJHWWLQJUHIHUHQFHVDQGGRLQJ&5%¶VSURSHUO\WR
 SUHYHQWWKHZURQJIRONVJHWWLQJLQZKHUHWKH\VKRXOGQ¶WDQGZUHDNLQJ
 KDYRFWKDW¶VWKHODQJXDJHRIWKHEXVLQHVs, you know? I mean, what do 
 they think we do it for? 
,QFRQWUDVWWRWKHµEXVLQHVVWDON¶HVSRXVHGE\SUHYLRXVVSHDNHUVKHUHWKHµODQJXDJH
RIWKHEXVLQHVV¶LVUHSUHVHQWHGE\WKHFRUHDFWLYLWLHVDVVRFLDWHGZLWK+5SROLF\DQG
practice (recruitment, training, performance management); the checks that both HR 
and legislation and governance demand (references and CRB checks); and the 
avoidance of compensation and adverse (local) publicity. The marginalisation of HR 
activity is resisted, and HR practice is articulated as business. Additionally, the use 
RIµyet another¶LQWKHFRQWH[WRIWKHQHZ&,3'VWDQGDUGVVXJJHVWVDIUXVWUDWLRQZLWK
WKHSXUVXLWRIOHJLWLPDF\E\WKHµSURIHVVLRQDO¶ERG\DQGDIDLOXUHRQLWVSDUWWRYDOXH
the traditional activities of the HR funFWLRQRQWKHLURZQPHULWVDVµEXVLQHVV¶DFWLYLWLHV 
7KHQRWLRQRI+5¶VµFRQWULEXWLRQWRWKHEXVLQHVV¶KDVEHHQPRVWFOHDUO\DUWLFXODWHG
WKURXJKWKHµVWUDWHJLF¶GLPHQVLRQRI+507KLVµVWUDWHJLF¶RULHQWDWLRQKDVEHHQ
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identified as the feature distinguishing it most clearly from TPM, and has offered the 
promise of greater legitimacy to those in the function who are able to articulate a 
µVWUDWHJLF¶LGHQWLW\7KLVLVPRVWHYLGHQWLQWKHFDOOIRU+5JRDOVSROLFLHVDQGDFWLYLWLHV
to be closely aligned to business strategy. In this respect we might anticipate a ready 
UHFRXUVHWRGLVFRXUVHVRIµVWUDWHJLFDOLJQPHQW¶WRDFRQFHUQIRUDµVWUDWHJLF¶LGHQWLW\
in terms defined by management outside the HR function (usually reduced to narrow 
PHDVXUHVRIµERWWRPOLQH¶SHUformance-Janssens and Steyaert, 2009).  
Some participants, apparently aware of the expectation that HR practitioners should 
be aspiring to this more strategically aligned identity explained their failure to 
FRPSOHWHO\DSSURSULDWHµEXVLQHVV-RULHQWDWLRQ¶DVthe responsibility of other groups: it 
is not HR which is at fault, but councillors and even managers themselves, who act 
as barriers to HR achieving that to which they aspire. For example: 
 K1:  We want to be more business-oriented but elected members won¶WOHW
  us  
C1: TDONLQJOLNHPDFKRPDQDJHPHQWZRQ¶WJHW\RXDQ\ZKHUH,W¶VRNIRU
 them to do it but if we do it they go all indignant on us and suggest that 
 HR is supposed to have a conscience and do the tea and sympathy  
µ7KH\¶UHIHUVKHUHWROLQHPDQDgement, and suggests that managers might demand 
µEXVLQHVVRULHQWDWLRQ¶EXWQHYHUWKHOHVVH[SHFWDQDOWHUQDWLYHGLVFRXUVHDVWKH
DSSURSULDWHVFULSWIRUPHPEHUVRIWKH+5IXQFWLRQQRWRIµmacho¶PDQDJHPHQWEXWRI
HWKLFVRURIZHOIDUH7KHUHWHQWLRQRIDµZHOIDUH¶GLVFRXUVHWKHQLVQRWWKHFKRLFHRI
+5PHPEHUVEXWRIRWKHULQIOXHQWLDOJURXSV2WKHUVDUWLFXODWHGµEXVLQHVVRULHQWDWLRQ¶
DVGHVLUDEOHEXWFXUUHQWO\ODFNLQJLQORFDOJRYHUQPHQWLQWHUHVWLQJO\ZLWKWKHµSHRSOH
RULHQWDWLRQ¶RIOLQHPDQDJHPHQWDVWKHLPpediment: 
 K1:  %XWWKHQ,¶PQRWVXUHLILW¶VSHRSOHLQORFDODXWKRULW\RUPD\EHLW¶VMXVWLQ
  $GXOWV	&RPPXQLWLHVWKH\¶UHQRWEXVLQHVVRULHQWDWHGWKH\¶UHSHRSOH
  RULHQWDWHGDQG,WKLQNWKDW¶VRQHRIWKHELJJHVWSUREOHPVIRUXV 
This participant alignV+5ZLWKDµSUR-EXVLQHVV¶GLVFRXUVHHQDEOLQJWKHVSHDNHUWR
GLVWDQFHWKHIXQFWLRQIURPWKHH[FHVVLYHSHRSOHRULHQWDWLRQµWRXFK\-IHHO\¶µSLQNDQG
IOXII\¶RIZKLFKLWLVDFFXVHGHOVHZKHUHOHYHOOLQJWKLVDFFXVDWLRQLQVWHDGDWOLQH
management, generating problems µIRUXV¶. 
161 
Sue Kinsey-HR identity in local government 
Somewhat contradictorily, although some practitioners in the function claim they wish 
to distance themselves from an ethical or welfare orientation, many nevertheless 
engaged in welfare talk, whilst expressing their reluctance to be associated with it: 
 C1:  We sometimes get sucked into the welfare bit of it and we have to stop 
  DQGWKLQNQRZH¶YHJRWWRWKLQNDERXWWKHEXVLQHVV,WKLQNWKDWWKHUH¶V
  this drive to look at things more strategically but we still keep being  
  sucked into the welfare side by the managers, their behaviour 
7KLVWDONRIµZHOIDUHRULHQWDWLRQ¶DQGµFRQVFLHQFH¶LVUHPLQLVFHQWRIWKHUHSRUWHG
FULWLFLVPVOHYHOOHGDW+5DVEHLQJµWRRIOXII\¶ 1DQGµSLQNDQGVRIWURXQGWKHHGJHV¶ 
(L2), and in direct contradictiRQWRWKHH[KRUWDWLRQRI/IRU+5WRµWDONOLNHPDQDJHUV¶. 
The question of why those in the function might still engage in such talk despite 
these criticisms is complex. Perhaps this identity orientation fits with identity 
aspirations such as the morally VXSHULRUµLGHDOVHOI¶:LHODQG3HUKDSVLW
represents familiar and comfortable terrain for those who have worked in the function 
for some time. Or perhaps it offers a route to power through presenting a challenge 
to the dominant managerialist discourses of business and strategy which apparently 
reject welfare and ethical concerns. This is considered in the next part of this 
analysis. 
5µ<RXGRQ¶WOLNHLW\RX¶UHXSWKHURDG¶5H-ZULWLQJµYDOXH¶DQGµVWUDWHJLF
FRQWULEXWLRQ¶WKURXJKIDLUQHVVDQGHWKLcal talk  
,QFRQWUDVWWRWKHPDLQVWUHDPOLWHUDWXUHFKDUDFWHULVDWLRQRIDµVWUDWHJLF¶+50ZKLFK
DOLJQVWKHIXQFWLRQWRPDQDJHULDOJRDOVDQGREMHFWLYHVµ+5MRLQHGDWWKHKLSWR
EXVLQHVVVWUDWHJ\¶+DPPRQGVSmany interviewees drew on alternative 
UHSHUWRLUHVRIZKDWPLJKWFRQVWLWXWHµEHLQJVWUDWHJLF¶2QHRIWKHPDLQGLVFXUVLYH
PHDQVE\ZKLFKSDUWLFLSDQWVFODLPHGDQµDOWHUQDWLYH¶VWUDWHJLFRULHQWDWLRQDQG
contribution was through talk of the avoidance of employment tribunals, or at least of 
marshalling a robust defence of the ethical and procedural credentials of the 
organization if faced with a tribunal case. These repertoires emphasized the identity 
of HR as organizational defender, acting to protect organizational reputation, 
defending the organization from adverse publicity and unfavourable public or media 
VFUXWLQ\7KHVHµULVNV¶DULVHSDUWLFXODUO\WKURXJKWKHLUUHVSRQVLEOHRUXQVFUXSXORXV
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behaviour of line management which might result in employment tribunal cases and 
associated penalties or legislative costs:  
N1: Do we contribute strategically? Well naturally I would say of course we 
GR:HKDYHRQO\KDGDKDQGIXORIWULEXQDOFDVHVLQUHFHQW\HDUVDQGZH¶YH
ZRQDOOEXWRQHDQGWKDW¶VDUHDODFKLHYHPHQWFRPSDUHGWRRXUSUHYLRXVWUDFN
record 
:KLOVWSDUWLFLSDQWVGLVFXVVHGDERYHDSSDUHQWO\UHMHFWWKHLGHQWLW\RI+5DVµZHOIDUH-
RULHQWDWHG¶RWKHUVUHDGLO\GHIHQGZHOIDUHDQGSHRSOHRULHQWDWLRQDVDURXWHWRµDGGHG
YDOXH¶7  
 WH¶UHDWULVNRIORVLQJWKHZHOIDUHDQGFDULQJKXPDQVLGHLQORFDOgovernment 
 EHFDXVHWKHUH¶VEHHQVRPXFKPRUHHPSKDVLVRQWKHUHVRXUFHVLGHRIWKLQJV
 Things are more productivity driven...I think that in itself has created more 
 problems for the council such as  discipline, grievance, less goodwill, which is 
 a shame¶.  
The speaker is suggesting that in the sense that these not inconsiderable problems 
DULVHIURPDORVVRIWKHµZHOIDUHFDULQJKXPDQVLGH¶UHWDLQLQJVXFKDQDSSURDFK
might be considered to constitute sound business practice. The defence here is of 
TPM/OPA values of welfare and humanism, but as guiding principles in the 
execution of HR practice, but she suggests that line managers would not share this 
YLHZDVµthey are results-driven generally¶µ5HVXOWV¶KHUHDUHQRWXQGHUVWRRGE\OLQH
managers as the absence of discipline and grievance problems, or enhanced 
JRRGZLOO5HVXOWVDUHQRWHTXDWHGZLWKµSHRSOH-RULHQWDWLRQ¶)RUWKRVHLQ+5
however, these preoccupations may constitute:  
S1:  a massive contribution....at a time when we are being asked to cut staff 
 QXPEHUVWRFODZEDFNEXGJHWWRIUHH]HUHFUXLWPHQWWKDW¶VZKHQ
 PDNLQJWKHEHVWRIWKHUHVRXUFH\RX¶YHJRWUHDOO\FRXQWV 
Similarly, µpeople orientation¶ may be seen by line managers as as µanti-efficiency 
and effectiveness¶ (P2). Yet legal and ethical imperatives might present an 
alternative set of discourses by which value and contribution might be articulated: 
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S1:  DOHJDORUHWKLFDOLPSHUDWLYHZKLFKZH¶YHDOZD\VKHOGGHDULVQRW 
  considered business or financially sound by managers (S1). 
This prizing of alternative success criteria by those in the function is reminiscent of 
/HJJH¶VµGHYLDQWLQQRYDWRU¶RULHQWDWLRQZKHUHE\WKHRUJDQLVLQJLPSHUDWLYHVRI
HR are articulated independently of line manager determined priorities. 
Similarly, numerous others articulated a strategic contribution through recourse to 
GLVFRXUVHVRIµUHFRQFLOLQJPXOWLSOHVWDNHKROGHUQHHGV¶UDWKHUWKDQRIVLPSO\
VDWLVI\LQJWKHXQLWDULVWGHPDQGVIURPOLQHPDQDJHPHQWIRUµEXVLQHVV¶DOLJQPHQW for 
example, 
C2: Our main contribution has been to keep the dialogue open, to provide 
positive terms for negotiation and discussion between the unions and the 
GLUHFWRUDWHEHFDXVHZLWKRXWWKDWWKH\ZRXOGQ¶WKDYHEHHQDEOHWRDFKLHYHKDOI
of the changes they have across the authority 
Again, this suggests an inferior or incompetent line management, unable to maintain 
a positive relationship with trade unions without the intervention of HR. It also firmly 
underlines a commitment in talk to a pluralist orientation and identification for the HR 
function, and one which, far from being naive or un-businesslike, supports the 
achievement of successful change. Thus strategic value is added by the HR function 
through the maintenance of positive relationships beyond management for the 
successful implementation of change.  
As this participant articulates, what is valued by both organizations and aspiring 
µSURIHVVLRQDO¶SUDFWLWLRQHUVDOLNHLVQRWµVWUDWHJLF¶FRQWULEXWLRQWRorganizational 
business goals, but experience and knowledge of how to resolve difficult tribunal 
cases, Employee Relations and casework: 
 F1:  WKDWSHRSOHVHHWKDW\RXNQRZLI\RX¶UHJRLQJIRURWKHUMREVLQWKH 
  IXWXUH FRPSDQLHV RWKHU DXWKRULWLHV ZLOO EH LQWHUHVWHG ZKHWKHU \RX¶YH
  JRWWKDW(5EDFNJURXQGZKHWKHU\RX¶YHEHHQWRDtribunal and whether 
  \RX¶YHGRQHGLIILFXOWFDVHZRUNHWF$QGWKDW¶VZKHUH\RX¶UHJRLQJ to 
  JHW\RXUH[SHULHQFHDQGWKDW¶VZKHUH\RX¶UHJRLQJ WREHDEOH WRJURZ
  as a HR professional really.   
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Similarly, J1 suggests that since she has been acting head of HR in a directorate she 
KDVEHHQRSHUDWLQJµPRUHVWUDWHJLFDOO\¶WKDQVKHSUHYLRXVO\GLG 
Sue: And what does that operating more strategically look like in practice? 
J1: Well its dealing with the knottier cases, the difficult cases, the ones that 
might blow and come back and bite us 
 µ6WUDWHJLFFRQWULEXWLRQ¶LVUH-written in both the previous extracts as the navigation 
and resolution of legislative, ethical difficulties, rather than supporting the  
achievement of specific business objectives. 
InterestinJO\WKHVHDOWHUQDWLYHµVWUDWHJLF¶UHSHUWRLUHVOLEHUDWHWKH+5IXQFWLRQIURP
HQFKDLQPHQWWROLQHPDQDJHUVDQGWKHLUµEXVLQHVVJRDOV¶DJHQGDSRVLWLRQLQJ+5
practitioners as superior to the line in recognising alternative, potentially more 
sophisticated interpretations of what constitutes delivering strategic value. These 
repertoires offer legitimacy to those in the function on independent terms, and proffer 
autonomy rather than dependence on managerial sponsorship through recourse to 
broader constituencies. Additionally, since many of these opportunities arise from 
incompetent or unscrupulous line behaviour, adopting such discourses clearly offers 
a position of superiority for HR in relation to the line, and a potential dependency of 
line managers on the HR function, rather than vice versa. The nature of the 
relationship between the function and line management is considered in more detail 
in a subsequent analysis chapter.  
As part of re-ZULWLQJZKDWLWPHDQVWREHVWUDWHJLFRUDGGµYDOXH¶DUWLFXODWLQJIDLUQess 
as an overarching organising imperative allows speakers to claim a range of 
DOWHUQDWLYHSRVLWLRQVUDWKHUWKDQEHLQJUHGXFHGWRDGRSWLQJDVLPSOHµOLQHPDQDJHU
VHUYDQW¶LGHQWLW\7KHVHSRVLWLRQVHQDEOHVSHDNHUVWRGHSOR\WDONZKLFKUHFRQFLOHV
employee-centredness with a concern to be business-serving, whilst asserting both 
moral and, potentially, commercial superiority to line management. This more 
FRPSOH[LQWHUSUHWDWLRQRIµEXVLQHVV-VHUYLQJ¶DQGµWKHODQJXDJHRIWKHEXVLQHVV¶
represents a direct challeQJHWRWKHUDWKHUVLPSOLVWLFµERWWRP-OLQH¶SUHVFULSWLRQVZKLFK
have been demanded of the function. The potentially opposing discourses of 
FRQFHUQIRUHPSOR\HHZHOOEHLQJDQGIDLUWUHDWPHQWWKHµVRIW¶WDONRI730DQG
developmental humanism), and the bottom-line, metric-REVHVVHGµKDUG¶WDONRI
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business-focused HRM are juxtaposed and melded into a third way repertoire. This 
talk allows speakers to dis-identify from the dominant HRM identity of being 
managerially and business aligned above all, and to articulate a preferred self, an 
LGHDOLVHGPRUHµDXWKHQWLF¶VHOIDVFXVWRGLDQRIPRUDOVWDQGDUGV+RZHYHUZKDWLV
particularly interesting here is that speakers rewrite this (re)claimed ethical terrain 
not as an alternative end in itself, but as the means and route to strategic 
contribution, thereby retaining a more palatable route to legitimacy in the eyes of a 
EURDGUDQJHRIVWDNHKROGHUV+5PD\EHµSLQNDQGIOXII\¶EXWLVRQO\VRLQWKHSXUVXLW
of organizational success. 
As an example, N1 said: 
When we look at «ZKHQZHJRWKURXJKSROLFLHVDQGSURFHGXUHV,PHDQ,¶P
seen by colleagues as being quite hard you know if you know, somebody 
DVNHGZKHWKHURUQRWWKH\FRXOGJRDQGKDYHWLPHRIIIRUVRPHWKLQJ$QG,¶YH
VDLGLQWKHSROLF\JURXSV«WRZKLFK,VDLGµ1RQRQR¶µ2KZHOOWKHUH¶VD
VXUSULVH¶ODXJKV<RXNQRZVR,DPVHHQ«DQG,GRQ¶WMXVWWKLQNLW¶V
IDLUQHVVWRHPSOR\HHVLW¶VIDLUQHVVWRWKH&RXQFLOWKDW\RXIXOILO\RXUFRQWUDFW
:H¶UHSD\LQJ\RXWRGRDMREDQGDVPXFKDVZHKDYHWREHIDLUWR\RX\ou 
have to be fair to us in return.  And unfortunately not everybody is and 
XQIRUWXQDWHO\PDQDJHUVGRQ¶WDOZD\VKDQGOHWKDWLQWKHULJKWZD\%XW\HDK
when we write policies and when we benchmark, the reason why we do that is 
so that we do put something LQWKDW¶VIDLU1RWRYHUWKHWRSQRWJHQHURXVEXW
IDLU$QG,WKLQN«DQGWKDW¶VQRWQHFHVVDULO\WKDWZH¶UHDOZD\VWKLQNLQJRIWKH
HPSOR\HHZH¶UHWKLQNLQJLIZHGRQ¶WSXWWKLVLQLIZHGRQ¶WSXWVRPHWKLQJ
WKDW¶VIDLULQSHRSOHZLOOJRRIIVLFN,ISHRSOHJRRIIVLFNWKDW¶VJRLQJWRDIIHFW
WKH&RXQFLO6R,VXSSRVHLQDZD\\HVWKHQVHUYLFHVZRQ¶WEHFDUULHGRXWEXW
,JHQXLQHO\GRQ¶WWKLQNZHWKLQNWKDWIDUZHWKLQNRI\RXNQRZIDLUQHVVWR
employees and to managers so that we can get the job done really. 
The speaker here is keen to author a version of fairness as business-orientation, and 
to refute the use of the discourse of fairness as evidence of an excessive welfare- or 
worker- IULHQGO\RULHQWDWLRQµQRWRYHUWKHWRSQRWJHQHURXV¶).  Similarly, the speaker 
is able to demonstrate that she is not hampered by an excessive welfare-orientation 
µI am seen as quite hard¶ZKLFKPLJKWODEHOKHUDVXQ-businesslike. Fairness here is 
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presented as a strategic concern in terms of its impact on service delivery and 
&RXQFLOSHUIRUPDQFHWKURXJKUHGXFHGVLFNQHVVDEVHQFHDQGWKHVSHDNHU¶VXVHRI
µZHXV¶FOHDUO\LGHQWLILHVKHUVHOIWKH+5IXQFWLRQDVUHSUHVHQWLQJWKHLQWHUHVWVRIWKH
organization, as well as understanding the importance of championing fair treatment 
for workers. The interests of workers and the interests of the organization are 
UHFRQFLOHGZLWKLQWKH+5IXQFWLRQZKLOVWPDQDJHUVE\FRQWUDVWµXQIRUWXQDWHO\GRQ¶W
DOZD\VKDQGOHWKDWLQWKHULJKWZD\¶, failing to appreciate the significance of fairness 
as an organizational performance issue. 
This was a common repertoire among interviewees, and represents a direct 
challenge to the dominant claims of the HRM literature that the role of HR is to 
GHOLYHUZKDWFRQVWLWXWHVµYDOXH¶DVDUWLFXODWHGE\WKHFXVWRPHUIRU+5¶VVHUYLFHV
0DQDJHUVDUHQRWWKHRQO\DUELWHUVRIZKDWFRQVWLWXWHVµYDOXH¶RUSHUIRUPDQFHDQG
indeed their demands may be presented as running counter to organizational long-
term well-being and success.  
The following speaker, working in an HR role supporting the employment of council 
employees on contract to a commercial (private sector) partner organization, 
captured this claiming of a superior moral AND commercial perspective, which 
acknowledges and supports a pluralist view of work: 
F2:  Some of the managers and supervisors there think the (bin) men 
 VKRXOGGRHYHU\WKLQJWKDW¶VDVNHGRIWKHPUHJDUGOHVVVKLIWVZRUNLQJ
 KRXUVZRUNLQJFRQGLWLRQVDQGWKHLUYLHZLV\RXNQRZ\RXGRQ¶WOLNHLW
 \RX¶UHXSWKHURDG$QG\RXFDQ¶WEHKDYHOike that with council workers, 
 DQGZKDW¶VPRUH\RX¶UHSUHWW\VWXSLGLI\RXWU\EHFDXVHLQWKHHQG\RX
 VKRRW\RXUVHOILQWKHIRRW6RZH¶UHKHUHWRWHOOWKHPWKDW¶VQRWKRZLWLV
 and they will lose money in the long run one way or another if they 
 FDQ¶W see that. 
6LPLODUO\6UHIXWLQJWKHµSROLFLQJ¶UROHRIWHQOHYHOOHGDW+5SRVLWLRQVWKHIXQFWLRQDW
WKHKHDUWRIDGLIIHUHQWNLQGRIµYDOXH-DGGLQJ¶UROHWKDWRISURWHFWRURIVWDIIDQG
thereby ultimately of the organization against managerial incompetence: 
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 S1:  ,W¶VDERXWWU\LQJWRQRWSROLFHEXWWU\LQJWRPDNHVXUHZHSURWHFWWKH
  organization from poorly informed managers mainly, to protect staff, 
  you know, worst excesses    
Thus the dominant, taken-for-JUDQWHGGHILQLWLRQVRIWKHFRQFHSWVRIµYDOXH¶RIµDGGHG
YDOXH¶DQGRIYDOXHPHDVXUHPHQWDUHFDOOHGLQWRTXHVWLRQE\most interviewees. The 
local government context is characterised as target- and audit-driven (from central 
government-WKHµFDUURWVDQGVHPWH[¶HWKRVEXWZLWKWKHSULRULWLHVDQGIRFus of those 
targets and audits questioned as inappropriate and self-serving rather than as 
meaningful measures of what is important. This calling into question is perhaps not 
surprising, given that the measures in place evidently fail to value the HR function, 
PDUJLQDOLVLQJLWDVDVXSSRUWIXQFWLRQDGGLQJRQO\PDUJLQDOYDOXHZKHUHµHIILFLHQF\¶
FDQEHµGULYHQRXW¶7KURXJKFKDOOHQJLQJWKHEDVLVRQZKLFKWKHVHYHU\PHDVXUHVDUH
made, speakers are able to refuting the consequences for HR: that they are cast as 
SHULSKHUDOVHFRQGDU\µEDFNRIILFH¶DQGXQLPSRUWDQW7KLVUHMHFWLRQHQDEOHVDGLV-
identification from this subservient and peripheral role. 
K2, for example,  
:H¶YHJRWSHUIRUPDQFHLQGLFDWRUVDQGPRQLWRULQJWKDW¶VLQSODFHWRPHDVXUH
ZKDWZH¶UHGRLQJ1RWQHFHVVDULO\WKDWWKH\¶UHPHDVXULQJWKHULJKWVWXIIRUWKDW
LWDFWXDOO\PHDQVDQ\WKLQJ«,WKLQNWKH\PRQLWRUXVRQWKHVWXIIWKDW$WKH\
ILQGHDVLHVWWRDQG%WKHWKLQJVWKH\FDQPHHWWKHWDUJHWVIRU7KHUHGRHVQ¶W
seem to be an overarching plan for aQ\RILW$QG,GRQ¶WWKLQN\RX¶UHHYHUDEOH
WRUHIOHFWWKHEHQHILWVRI+5DVDFRVWEHFDXVHLW¶VORWVRIWKLQJV«LW¶VQRW
TXDQWLILDEOH$QG,MXVWWKLQNWKH\IRFXVRQWKHZURQJWKLQJV7KH\GRQ¶WHYHU
ULQJRXUPDQDJHUVDQGVD\µ5LJKWRND\LQWHUPVRI this, what do you think 
DERXWWKHTXDOLW\RIDGYLFHWKDW\RXKDYH"+DVWKHDGYLFH«RND\ZHFDQ
VHH\RX¶YHKDGDFDVHKHUHWKLVLVZKDWWKHLVVXHVZHUHGLGWKLVKHOS\RX
DQGKDVLWPDGHLWEHWWHU"¶7KHUH¶VQRQHRIWKDW$QGIRUPHWKDW¶VZKDW¶V
impRUWDQWEXWWKHUH¶VQRDFNQRZOHGJHPHQWRIWKDW 
Clearly this resistance to both external and internal measures of performance and 
µYDOXH¶RIIHUVDQDOWHUQDWLYHGLVFRXUVHE\ZKLFKµYDOXH¶DQGSDUWLFXODUO\WKHYDOXHRI
the HR function might be judged. The dLVFRXUVHRIµTXDOLW\DGYLFH¶H[SUHVVHGKHUH
establishes the HR function as integral to the successful functioning of local 
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government, thereby claiming a legitimacy which elevates it beyond an 
DGPLQLVWUDWLYHµEDFNRIILFH¶LGHQWLW\ 
Similarly, S6 rejects the measures by which local government and particularly the 
HR function is valued: 
and well, how do they justify their existence, by making everybody else feel 
WKH\¶UHQRWGRLQJZKDWWKH\VKRXOGEHGRLQJEXWWKH\GRQ¶WRIIHUDQ\UHDOKHOS
in terms of what yoX¶UHDFKLHYLQJEHLQJPRUHHIILFLHQWEHLQJPRUHEHVWYDOXH
delivering Gershon savings or whatever it might be and you know i would say, 
RNJUHDWLI\RXWKLQNZH¶UHQRWDGGLQJYDOXHWDNHXVRXWDQGVHHKRZIDU\RX
get without us because you know, I don¶WWKLQNDQ\ERG\UHDOLVHVWKHZRUWKRI
VRPHWKLQJXQWLOWKH\KDYHQ¶WJRWLWDQ\PRUH%HFDXVHSHRSOHHVSRXVHWKLV
GRQ¶WWKH\µpeople are our greatest asset¶ and all the rest of it¶, and put your 
money where your mouth is, then, and in terms of recognising the value that 
HR bring to actually helping you value your people and helping you select the 
right people, and manage the right people and whatever else, I do think 
Gershon put us back 30 years to personnel as it was and the welfare bit and 
the tea and the toilets, oh my god! 
6XFFHVVLYHORFDODXWKRULW\VWUDWHJLFLPSHUDWLYHVDQGLQLWLDWLYHVDUHGLVPLVVHGµbest 
YDOXH¶µ*HUVKRQ¶-the Gershon review of public sector efficiency) as failing to 
recognise what is of value in the contribution of the function. The speaker makes it 
FOHDUWKDWWKLV+5IXQFWLRQDOµYDOXH¶H[LVWVEXWLVQRWSURSHUO\DSSUHFLDWHGRUYDOXHG
and that it is the government initiative itself which threatens to remove this potentially 
strategic contribution of the function. Thus the very basis on which the function is 
identified and evaluated is called into question.  
This section has considered the discourses with which participants engage to 
establish alternative criteria by which strategic contribution and added value might be 
measured. SpeakerVDFNQRZOHGJHWKHQHHGWRFUHDWHDQGGHSOR\DµVWUDWHJLF¶DQG
value-adding identity for the HR function, but re-write the criteria by which this 
identity might be established through focusing on ethical and welfare talk, on 
legislative concerns, on a pluralist orientation, and a concern to see that fairness is 
upheld. Each of these is presented as a challenge to the discursive dominance of 
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µEXVLQHVVJRDO¶DOLJQPHQWDQGDVURXWHVWRorganizational strategic value in their own 
right.  
A final discourse found LQSDUWLFLSDQWV¶WDONDSSDUHQWO\VRXJKWWRUHIXWHWKHYHU\
QRWLRQWKDWµEHLQJVWUDWHJLF¶LVRIFRQFHUQWRWKHIXQFWLRQHIIHFWLYHO\UHVLVWLQJFDOOVWR
engage in strategy talk in favour of alternative, non-strategic discourses as 
FRQVWLWXWLQJJUHDWHUµYDOXH¶7KHILQDOVHFWLRQRIWKLVDQDO\VLVFKDSWHUFRQVLGHUVVXFK
talk.  
5µ1HYHUPLQGWKHVWUDWHJ\MXVWGRLW¶'LVFRXUVHVRISUDJPDWLVPDQGµUHDO
ZRUOG¶RULHQWDWLRQ 
In this final section of this analysis chapter I consider how participants assume an 
aQWDJRQLVWLFRULHQWDWLRQWRµEHLQJVWUDWHJLF¶UHVLVWLQJDQGVXEYHUWLQJGLVFRXUVHVRI
µVWUDWHJLFFRQWULEXWLRQ¶WXUQLQJLQVWHDGWRWDONRISUDJPDWLVPDQGµUHDOZRUOG¶DQG
WKHUHE\DIILUPLQJWKHYDOXHRIµROGZD\V¶DQGRIWKHH[LVWLQJµKDQGV-RQ¶LGHQWLW\RI the 
HR function. The most prevalent metaphors across all the interviews were those of 
µKDQG-KROGLQJ¶(used by 43 of the 47 interviewees) DQGµILUHILJKWLQJ¶ (used  by 39), 
suggesting a short-term, support, reactive identity for the function, and whilst this 
ZDVGHHPHGDQLPSHGLPHQWE\VRPHµ:H¶GOLNHWREHVWUDWHJLFEXWZH¶UHWRREXV\
fire-ILJKWLQJ¶), for others it constituted the means to a form of legitimacy (or at least 
GHSHQGHQF\µ7KH\¶GEHORVWZLWKRXWXV¶ 
Evidently most participants demonstrated aQDZDUHQHVVRIWKHµVWUDWHJLFGLYLGHQG¶
the value and legitimacy to be derived from talking strategically. Yet for others, the 
GLIILFXOWLHVRIDUWLFXODWLQJµVWUDWHJ\¶RUµVWUDWHJLFEHKDYLRXU¶ZDVHYLGHQW 
 
 S7: Well, they do the same things they just think more strategically about 
 what they do. 
 Sue: And what does that mean in practice? 
 6:HOOLW¶VMXVWWKDWWKH\KDYHDPRUHVWUDWHJLFPLQGVHWWKH\¶UHPRUH
 aware of the strategic aims and direction. 
 -------------- 
 J2: We are trying to be more strateJLFEXWZHGRQ¶WUHDOO\NQRZZKDWWKDW
 means (laughs) 
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7KHVSHDNHUVKHUHDUHDSSDUHQWO\DZDUHWKDWµVWUDWHJLFQHVV¶LVGHVLUDEOHLIHOXVLYH 
Similarly, when questioned on the key determinants of HR priorities, S2 readily 
resorted to generalised talk of the local government community development agenda 
DQGµFLWL]HQ¶IRFXVEXWZLWKQRHYLGHQFHRIKRZWKHVHPLJKWDFWXDOO\LQIRUP+5
DFWLYLW\RWKHUWKDQWKHUDWKHUYDJXHµDGKHUHQFH¶DQGµVXSSRUWLQJLPSOHPHQWDWLRQ¶ 
 Sue:  So how are the priorities for your team determined? 
 S2 (senior HR manager): You know, a lot of it is about the people and the  
  citizens, when you think about a lot of you know, the government  
  agendas, sustainable communities, the transformation agenda, those 
  sorts of things you know, its a lot about the citizens and the people.  
 Sue:  And how do they translate into what you actually do? 
 S2:  Well its about ensuring we adhere to the agendas and support the  
  directorate management team in the implementation processes. 
Perhaps not surprisingly, given the potential difficulty of offering specific accounts of 
ZKDWDµVWUDWHJLF¶+5IXQFWLRQGRHVVRPHSDUWLFLSDQWVUHMHFWHGWKHVWUDWHJLF
prescription in favour of a more pragmatic orientation, identifying such an orientation 
as offering greater value:  
F2: All these academics who write about their strategic models and their 
WKHRULHV,¶GOLNHWKHPWRFRPHDQGVHHZKDWLVUHDOO\LPSRUWDQWKHUHEHFDXVH
,FDQWHOO\RXLWMXVWGRHVQ¶WZRUNOLNHWKDWEHFDXVHWKHGD\-to-day demands 
are just too pressing 
7KHDGRSWLRQRIVXFKµSUR-SUDJPDWLF¶WDONPD\EHLQHYLWDEOHLIZHEHOLHYHLWMXVWLILHV
the past and current role, identity and priorities of the HR function, and given that it is 
through day-to-day interactions with line management that the dependency and 
reliance discussed previously might be constituted. 
7KLVµSUDJPDWLF¶WDONLVE\QRPHDQVWKHRQO\DOWHUQDWLYHDUWLFXODWLRQWRµVWUDWHJLF
FRQWULEXWLRQ¶ZKLFKVSHDNHUVRIIHUHGDQGRWKHUVGUHZRQDSRVLWLYHDUWLFXODWLRQRIWKH
(much denigrated) transactional/support expertise to emphasize the legitimacy of the 
IXQFWLRQWKURXJKIRUH[DPSOHVSHFLILFµSURIHVVLRQDO¶DFWLYLWLHVVXFKDVUHFUXLWPHQW
and selection: 
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O1: The whole point of me focusing on recruitment and selection alone is so 
that I can get the EHVWFDQGLGDWHLQWRDMREDVVRRQDVSRVVLEOH$QG,GRQ¶W
WKLQNWKDWWKDW¶VVRPHWKLQJOLQHPDQDJHUVFDQGRZLWKRXWXVGHVSLWHZKDWWKH\
might think. 
Here the speaker also makes reference to the recurrent theme of line manager 
inadequacy, and to the inability of line managers to perform what has been 
WUDGLWLRQDOO\FRQVLGHUHGDVµ+5¶DFWLYLW\ZLWKRXWWKHVXSSRUWDQGLQWHUYHQWLRQRID
dedicated HR function. This talk represents a direct challenge to the recent trend of 
IRFXVLQJRQµGHYROXWLRQ¶RI+5DFWLYLW\WRWKHOLQHHQDEOLQJLWWRIRFXVRQDµVWUDWHJLF¶
role (Renwick, 2003; Marchington and Whittaker, 2003). The questioning of line 
PDQDJHUDELOLW\WRXQGHUWDNHµ+5¶UROHVDQGWKHYDOXLQJRIWKHPXFK-denigrated 
operational activities of HR such as recruitment and selection refutes dominant pro-
strategic discourses which have been used to undermine and critique the HR 
function. Interestingly this does not apply to line managers when they take on the 
µRSHUDWLRQDO¶WDVNVSUHYLRXVO\XQGHUWDNHQE\+5,QGHHGWhe very essence of line 
management is usually captured through discourses of operational excellence. The 
same evaluation evidently does not apply to an operational HR function. 
6LPLODUO\WKLVVSHDNHUHPSKDVL]HVWKHµKDQGV-RQ¶IRFXVDQGLPPHGLDWHFRQWULEXWion 
RI+5'DFWLYLWLHVZLWKRXWUHFRXUVHWRµVWUDWHJLFFRQWULEXWLRQ¶FODLPVEXWE\HPSKDVLV
RQLPPHGLDWHDQGµHIILFLHQW¶RXWFRPHV 
 L1:  ,¶YHHVWDEOLVKHGDFRDFKLQJUHJLVWHUDQGLWKDVEHHQXVHGWRGHOLYHU 
  really quick results and at no real cost I might add by tapping into the 
  expertise we already have in the organization7KDW¶VDERXWUDSLGDQG
  efficient development solutions that managers can get feedback and 
  VXSSRUWH[DFWO\ZKHQWKH\QHHGLWWRGRWKHGD\MREDQG\HV,¶PSURXG
  of it, althouJKWKHXSWDNHKDVQ¶WEHHQDVHQWKXVLDVWLFDVLWFRXOGKDYH
  been. 
This speaker evidently recognises the value of identifying HR activities with 
discourses of efficiency, cost-control and short-term results, rather than with long-
term and strategic initiatives and outcomes. Perhaps through deploying such talk to 
value the pragmatic nature of the activities and orientation of the HR function the 
speaker is demonstrating a capacity to tap into the changing mood of the public 
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sector environment, where discoursHVRIHIILFLHQF\DQGWKHµPRUHZLWKOHVV¶PDQWUD
currently dominate. The subject of public sector talk is considered more closely in the 
next chapter. 
5.5 Summary 
In summary, in the context of identity work, talk of the perceived value of HR 
knowledge and contribution may reveal confusion amongst HR practitioners in how 
they are to respond to the various discursive cues to which they are subject. These 
discursive cues include; a traditional personnel management preoccupation with 
excellence in administration, and welfare orientation; the demands of a professional 
body for a highly qualified, trained, chartered membership body, but whose focus 
DSSHDUVWREHZLWKµWDONLQJWKHODQJXDJHRIWKHEXVLQHVV¶&,3'VHQLRUOLQH
management demands for a contribution to the strategic imperatives of the 
organization-but only when the response of those in the HR function is palatable; 
and line management expectations that HR should (from time to time) act as 
organizational conscience. Additionally, whilst all of these discursive cues might offer 
legitimacy, an alternative identity might be forged through resistance, rewriting and 
the articulation of different versions of what it means to be strategic, to add value, 
and to deliver performance.  
The choices for those in the function appear to be located in three discursive 
VWUDWHJLHVILUVWO\WRµOLQHXS¶EHKLQGGLVFRXUVHVRIVWUDWHJLFFRQWULEXWLRQ
demonstrating through talk the strategic value added by the activities of the function, 
or the aspiration of those in thHIXQFWLRQWRµEHVWUDWHJLF¶7KXVVSHDNHUVDSSHDUWR
XQTXHVWLRQLQJO\DVVXPH/HJJH¶VPDQDJHULDOO\DOLJQHGFRQIRUPLVWLQQRYDWRU
identity as the route to legitimacy.  
The second route constitutes a rewriting of the means by which strategic contribution 
might be articulated and defined. A strategic identity and orientation for HR might be 
UHFODLPHGWKURXJKUHIXWLQJPDQDJHULDOWDONRIWKHµODQJXDJHRIWKHEXVLQHVV¶DV
separate from HR talk: HR is business, and HR activities should be valued on their 
own merits rather than as mere conduits to managerial success and performance. 
This constitutes a brave discursive strategy whereby legitimacy is pursued through 
pursuing an independent identity, through liberating those in the function from 
dependency on line approval. Within this talk, the dominant rhetoric of demand for 
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bottom-OLQHFRQWULEXWLRQPLJKWEHUHWDLQHGDVWKHXOWLPDWHJRDORI+5¶VDFWLYLWLHVEXW
the means by which that contribution might be attained and measured are able to be 
re-inscribed through recourse to discourses of welfare, fairness and ethics. This is 
UHGROHQWRI/HJJH¶VµGHYLDQWLQQRYDWRU¶LGHQWLW\ZKLFKWKURXJKWDONDOOLHGWR
social considerations and the assumption of a pluralist orientation adopts broader 
PHDVXUHVRIµorganizationDOVXFFHVV¶WKDQPRUHFRQYHQWLRQDOPDQDJHULDOLVWWDON
might permit. 
)LQDOO\WKHYHU\QRWLRQRIµVWUDWHJLF¶FRQWULEXWLRQLVFDOOHGLQWRTXHVWLRQWKURXJK
focusing on and emphasizing the value of operational, short-term, pragmatic 
activities. The identity of the function is characterised as responsive, solution 
focused, and additionally as superior to line management in both appreciating the 
value of and enacting people-orientated activities. Thus the much-maligned 
operational, transactional orientation of the function is reclaimed, rewritten and re-
KDELOLWDWHG7KHQHHGIRUVWUDWHJLFFRQWULEXWLRQLVREYLDWHGE\+5¶VVKRUW-term 
contribution, and the existing operational identity of the function is rearticulated as 
valuable and value-adding. 
An additional seWRISRODULVHGµGLVFXUVLYHFXHV¶WRZKLFKWKHVHORFDOJRYHUQPHQW+5
practitioners are subject is offered through the characterisation of the very nature of 
the public sector and its ethos. At one extreme is a long-standing public sector 
tradition of a concHUQIRUHPSOR\HHZHOIDUHDQGDµUHJXODWRU\¶RULHQWDWLRQODUJHO\
evident in the design and enactment of people management policy and practice for 
which HR has been held responsible. This is juxtaposed with public sector reform 
rhetoric, which challenges alOSUHPLVHVRQZKLFKWKHµWUDGLWLRQDO¶LGHQWLW\KDVEHHQ
based. The next chapter considers how participants respond to these conflicting 
cues. 
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6. Analysis: Betwixt and between: Something old, something new, 
something...liminal?  
6.1 Introduction 
Having considered how HRM and strategic/business talk informs the talk and identity 
construction of participants, in this second analysis chapter I will consider how 
SDUWLFLSDQWVGHSOR\GLVFRXUVHVRIµROG¶DQGµQHZ¶SXEOLFVHFWRU,ZLOODOVRH[SORUH
through textual extracts how speakers position themselves within and between the 
identities and orientations offered by those discourses. Given the changed and 
changing discourses shaping public sector identity, and the discourses of change 
which have dominated the context, it is pertinent to consider how participants 
respond to these discursive cues.  
3UHYLRXVZULWHUVKDYHDOOXGHGWRWKHSRWHQWLDOSDUDOOHOVRIWKHµROG¶LGHQWLW\RISXEOLF
sector (OPA) with a traditional personnel identity (TPM); and of the potential for 
DOO\LQJ+50UKHWRULFZLWKWKHµQHZ¶130VHHIRUH[DPSOH0Xeller and Carter, 
$VSUHYLRXVO\GLVFXVVHGWKHLGHQWLW\RIWKHµROG¶SXEOLFVHFWRUSHUVRQQHO
IXQFWLRQKDVEHHQFKDUDFWHULVHGE\µGHYHORSPHQWDOKXPDQLVP¶DUWLFXODWLQJD
concern for welfare, for probity, for integrity, and for the upholding of ethical 
standards in employment practice, as well as for a pluralistic orientation (Farnham 
and Horton, 1996; Harris, 2002, 2004). In the NPM regime, a new and legitimate 
identity for the HR function might be forged through crafting discursive allegiance to 
WKHJRDOVDQGFRQFHUQVRIµUHIRUP¶DQGWKURXJKHPSKDVL]LQJWKHYDOXHWKHIXQFWLRQ
has to offer both to the reform process and in a post-reform environment.  This might 
include a greater concern for µSHUIRUPDQFH¶DQHQWUHSUHQHXULDORULHQWDWLRQDQG
DOLJQPHQWWRPDQDJHULDOJRDOVDQGDJUHDWHUUHFRXUVHWRGLVFRXUVHVRIµDGGHGYDOXH¶
and efficiency. 
However, as the previous chapter has demonstrated, participants are not merely 
µPDQDJHULDOGXSHV¶FRQVuming and reproducing dominant discourses without 
TXHVWLRQ:HPLJKWWKHUHIRUHH[SHFWWRILQGVRPHUHVLVWDQFHWRµUHIRUP¶WDONWKURXJK
DOOHJLDQFHWRµROGZD\V¶WDONRUWRDOWHUQDWLYHµGHYLDQW¶GLVFRXUVHVZKLFKRIIHUD
means to legitimisation through alternative routes. 
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 Interestingly, and perhaps not surprisingly given the transitional state of public 
sector reported by both academic observers and participants alike, all interviewees 
here were fluent in a range of discourses associated with both OPA and 
NPM/Modernisation, and some chose to identify clearly with one or the other. 
3HUKDSVPRUHVLJQLILFDQWO\PDQ\SDUWLFLSDQWVVHHPLQJO\HPEUDFHGERWKµSUR¶DQG
µDQWL¶RULHQWDWLRQVWRROGDQGQHZDSSDUHQWO\HQJDJLQJLQDSURFHVVRIUH-inscription, 
merging with ostensible ease seemingly opposing and antagonistic repertoires: a 
reconciling of the incommensurable (Iedema et al, 2004).  It may come as no 
surprise that identities constructed within a discursive textscape characterised by 
change, fluidity and ambiguity are constructed through similarly ambiguous, not to 
VD\FRQWUDGLFWRU\GLVFXUVLYHUHSHUWRLUHV7KLVGLVFXUVLYHµPHOGLQJ¶SKHQRPHQRQLV
considered in the final section of this chapter. 
7KHILUVWVHFWLRQRIDQDO\VLVVHFWLRQFRQVLGHUVµSUR-QHZ¶WDONDVZHll as some of the 
WDONZKLFKVSHDNHUVGHSOR\HGWRµWHPSHU¶UHIRUPGLVFRXUVHV7KLVVHFWLRQLVIROORZHG
E\DGLVFXVVLRQRIKRZµROG¶WDONIHDWXUHVLQWKHUHVHDUFKEHIRUHFRQVLGHULQJµWKLUG
ZD\¶PLGGOHJURXQGWDON 
 
6.2 Something New: Pro-µUHIRUP¶WDON 
As previously outlined, those working in environments which are subject to 
discourses of change may choose to deploy talk which aligns them firmly with 
µUHIRUP¶3DUWLFLSDQWVKHUHHQJDJHGLQWDONDERXWVSHFLILFFKDQJHLQLWLDWLYHVEXWPRUH
commonly about change, reform and transformation in the abstract. This kind of 
repertoire was especially common among, although not exclusive to, those working 
in central/corporate roles, including a decidedly evangelical pro-change discourse: 
 
S6:  And we want to be transfoUPHGZHUHDOO\GR,¶PFRQYLQFHGLW¶V
 absolutely the right thing to do, and I do truly hand on heart believe that 
 LQPRQWKVWLPHZH¶OOEHGHOLYHULQJDEHWWHUVHUYLFH 
+HUHWKHUHLVQRVFRSHIRUGRXEWWKDWWKHµWUDQVIRUPDWLRQ¶ZLOOEHVXFFHVVIXORUWKat 
the speaker (and by association, the function) is anything but entirely positive about 
engaging with the change. Here the pro-change orientation is generalised: the nature 
or content of transformation is not explained more explicitly. The speaker simply 
FODLPVWKHµFKDQJHDGYRFDWH¶SRVLWLRQ7KHXVHRIWKHSDVVLYHYRLFHµbe 
176 
Sue Kinsey-HR identity in local government 
transformed¶VXJJHVWVWKHSRVVLELOLW\WKDWFKDQJHLVLQHYLWDEOHDQGZLOOEHGHOLYHUHG
unto local government/HR regardless, perhaps questioning the extent to which those 
involved  have any freedom to choose any position other than to be zealously pro-
change if they are not to be marginalised. Here there is a tantalising promise of 
legitimacy for HR practitioners who align themselves to organizationally-determined 
µUHIRUP¶SULRULWLHVwhilst embracing professional expectations and demands as their 
RZQFKRLFHDQGSUHVHQWLQJDSURIHVVLRQDOLGHQWLW\DVDµSURMHFWRIWKHVHOI¶*LOPRUHHW
al, 2005, p. 4). Others use similarly totalitarian language (6%µ:HDUH going to 
fundamentally change HYHU\WKLQJ¶-µ:H¶YHEHHQEDFNZDUGVZKHQLWFRPHVWR
engaging with the modernisation agenda and we simply have to re-HQJLQHHU¶). This 
talk offers a direct challenge to Kirkpatrick and Ackroyd (2003, p. 526) who suggest 
that professional groups feel they have been excluded from decision making and that 
130KDVEHHQGRQHµWRWKHP¶DQGQRWµZLWKWKHP¶,QWKLVUHVHDUFKWKHµSURIHVVLRQDO
JURXS¶XQVXUSULVLQJO\DSSHDUVWRGHSOR\WDONZKLFKVXJJHVWVWKDWWKH\DUHQRW
marginalised but involved,  that they are open and receptive to the opportunities 
which NPM  discourses offer.  
 
Through recourse to specific discourses of, for example, cost-cutting a legitimate, 
OHJLWLPLVHGLGHQWLW\LVDIILUPHGZLWKLQWKHµUHIRUPLQJ¶FRQWH[W6IRUH[DPSOHVD\V 
 
 µ:H¶UHUHVponsible enough to recognise that we have to make savings....we 
 recognised there was a money saving from doing that so evidently it was the 
 ULJKWWKLQJWRGR¶ 
 
7KLVVSHDNHU¶VSURFRVWFXWWLQJDQGHIILFLHQF\WDONDOORZVKHUWRFODLPµUHVSRQVLELOLW\¶
and creates the opportunity for HR to be considered mature and trusted partners in 
the modernisation agenda. Evidently, the speaker might be considered as 
opportunistic, engaging in what Mueller and Carter (2005) see as the alignment of 
HRM with managerialism DVSDUWRIWKHµSURIHVVLRQDOL]DWLRQ¶SURMHFWSome writers 
have claimed more specifically that HRM and those in the function who apparently 
deliver its agenda have acted as powerful agents in the delivery of NPM/ 
modernisation (e.g. Bach 2000; Givan 2005; Gould-Williams 2004).  Vickers (2006 p. 
69) reports that much of the writing about the public sector has been overtaken by 
µVZDWKHVRIPDQDJHPHQWUKHWRULF¶KHUHVSHDNHUVDSSHDUFRPIRUWDEOHWRHQJDJHZLWK
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WKHµPDQDJHPHQWUKHWRULF¶RIWUDQVIRUPDWLRQDQGIXQdamental change, of re-
engineering and restructuring, of technological advances and best practice in the 
IRUPRIDµPRGHORIILFH¶ 
 
E2:  We set up a strategic transformation unit as part of our directorate and 
 it brought forth a whole transformation agenda for HR as the initial 
 point with a view to doing it, you know, local government-wide, but 
 starting with HR. So we went through a massive restructure, we 
 changed the way we were working, changed our processes, because 
 it rendered us more efficient in what we did and started implementing, 
 you know, quite a lot of different things. We have a whole new model 
 RIILFHDQGWKHUH¶VEHHQDORWRIWHFKQRORJLFDODGYDQFHVLQWKHUHDVZHOO
 VRZH¶UHULJKWDWWKHIRUHIURQW 
 
Again, pro-change talk takes an evangelical turn; note here the almost biblical 
ODQJXDJHXVHGµEURXJKWIRUWK¶µUHQGHUHGXV¶:HDUHOHIWLQQRGRXEWWKDWWKH
VSHDNHUDQGWKHIXQFWLRQKDVSDUWLFLSDWHGIXOO\DQGHQWKXVLDVWLFDOO\µDWWKH
IRUHIURQW¶LQWKHµWUDQVIRUPDWLRQDJHQGD¶$JDLQWKH legitimacy of the function is 
affirmed through not only claiming alignment with change but with leading and 
exemplifying change readiness. 
 
Such pro-transformation evangelism was by no means universal, nor indeed 
consistently articulated within individual speaker talk. Others offered a more 
µrealistic¶µpragmatic¶DQGµsensible¶RULHQWDWLRQERWKWRWKHVFDOHDQGLQHYLWDELOLW\RI
change initiatives and claims made for them. Local government employees are 
presented as able to evaluate change and its benefits, but also to choose whether or 
not to engage with it: 
 
M1:  $QG,¶PQRWDOZD\VVD\LQJWKDWLW¶VULJKWWRPDNHDPDVVLYHFKDQJHEXW
 OHW¶VDWOHDVWORRNDWLWDQGLIWKDW¶VWKHULJKWWKLQJWRGRKH\OHW¶VJRIRU
 it.   
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Several others refuted the notion that change is antithetical to the public sector/local 
JRYHUQPHQWFRQWH[WUHVLVWLQJWKHQHHGIRUµWUDQVIRUPDWLRQ¶WDONWKURXJKHPSKDVL]LQJ
the extent to which the environment has always been subject to change: 
 
L2:  So it (ORFDOJRYHUQPHQWµWUDQVIRUPDWLRQ¶ initiative) will affect us but 
 perhaps this is where the local government ethos comes in, in the 
 sense that you accept that and just get on with it because your whole 
 life is built around the fact that there could be a political change. 
 
7KLVµFKDQJHYHWHUDQ¶LGHQWLW\PLJKWRIIHUDQH[SODQDWLRQIRUSDUWLFLSDQWV¶VHOI-
conscious manipulation of the language of change initiatives ( SW: Well it all comes 
IURPWKH&$$DQGLWVZRUNIRUFHGHYHORSPHQWJXLGHOLQHVVRREYLRXVO\ZH¶OOWU\WR
capture it in the new strategy, make sure we include the appropriate wording) or of 
the apparent complicity in particular talk or actions in order to secure funding, 
autonomy  or approval: (667KHUH¶VDOZD\VPRQH\IRUPDNLQJWKLQJVZRUNWKDWWKH
government is behind, so yes, ZHJRDORQJZLWKLW¶6SHDNHUV¶WDONKHUHVXJJHVWV
that particular discourses and behaviours can be self-consciously mobilised by 
agential local government HR employees in the pursuit of benefits which follow from 
identifying as pro-change. These benefits might be tangible in the form of additional 
UHVRXUFHVRUSHQDOW\DYRLGDQFH:LOVRQ¶VµFDUURWVDQGVHPWH[¶PHWDSKRURU
intangible in the form of status, influence and legitimacy for the HR function. 
 
In addition to the self-FRQVFLRXVµVHHQLWDOOEHIRUH¶LGHQWLW\RWKHUVVXJJHVWHGDSUR-
FKDQJHRULHQWDWLRQWHPSHUHGE\DµUHDOLVWLF¶HYDOXDWLRQRIZKDWµQHZ¶WDONPLJKWPHDQ
7KHVSHDNHUKHUHZRUNVLQDµPDUNHW¶HQYLURQPHQWZKHUH+5VHUYLFHVDUHVXSSOLHG
to schools by the local authority in competition with private sector providers: 
 
L2:  Well we have led the way with traded services for the authority, and so 
 WKHUHLVDSUHVVXUH,¶GVD\WREHHQDEOLQJXQGHUWKHFRQWUDFWQRWWR
 prevent the managers from doing what they want, not to inhibit them. 
 But we all know the consequences in the long-term of letting them act 
 ZLWKLPSXQLW\$QGLWGRHVQ¶WDFWXDOO\GRDQ\RQHDQ\IDYRXUV 
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+HUWHDPKDVµOHGWKHZD\¶WKURXJKSURYLGLQJFRPPHUFLDOO\WUDGHG+5VHUYLFHVWKXV
demonstrating a readiness to change, to assume an entrepreneurial identity. 
+RZHYHUWKHVSHDNHUHPSKDVL]HGWKHZRUGVµenabling¶DQGµinhibiting¶ZLWKKDQG-
signed quotation marks, suggesting a view that these words represent euphemistic 
terms for compromise or acting without conscience. Her talk and actions signal a 
UHMHFWLRQRIWKHµmanagerialization¶LPSOLFLWLQWKHµWUDGHG¶DUUDQJHPHQWDQGRIWKH
reified contract in which it is enshrined. Her talk resists the claim that supporting 
managerial freedom to act should be the priority of the HR function, and that doing 
so is in the interests of the organization. Her evaluation suggests, counter to the 
FODLPVRIµUHIRUP¶DGYRFDWHVWKDWHQKDQFLQJPDQDJHULDOSUHURJDWLYHPLJKWEHERWK
XQGHVLUDEOHDQGZHOOXQGHUVWRRGWREHVRµZHDOONQRZWKHFRQVHTXHQFHV¶) by those 
who have witnessed the effects of doing so. The position assumed by this speaker is 
interesting: she and her team are pro-change but are prepared to resist pressures 
IURPµWKHFRQWUDFW¶WKHHPERGLPHQWRIWKHFRPPHUFLDOLVHGUHODWLRQVKLSWRUHVSRnd to 
DOOPDQDJHULDOGHPDQGVZLWKRXWTXHVWLRQ7KXVµPRGHUQLVDWLRQ¶LVHQDFWHGEXWLQD
tempered form, and the HR function offers resistance to demands for unquestioned 
reform. The risk to the speaker and her team is that of only partial legitimacy.  
 
Interestingly, the accusation levelled at HR practitioners that they adopt convenient 
or expedient discourses in the pursuit of functional power and status (e.g. Legge, 
1978) was challenged elsewhere . The following speaker was not alone in attributing 
superior motivations to the function whose members are keen to engage with 
µFKDQJH¶WDONLQSXUVXLWRIWKHJUHDWHUorganizational good, despite the potentially 
adverse outcomes for the function itself:   
 
JL:  <HV\HDK,PHDQ,WKLQN,¶PUHDOO\SURXGRIEHLQJ on our HR 
 /HDGHUVKLS7HDPEHFDXVHWKHUHDOLW\LVWKDWZH¶YHEHHQWXUNH\VYRWLQJ
 IRU&KULVWPDVEXWZH¶YHGRQHLWZLWKVXFKJUDFHWKDWZH¶UHDKHDGRI
 DQ\ERG\HOVH$QG,¶PSURXGWRKDYHWUHDWHGLWOLNHDFKDOOHQJHDQG
 responded in that way. 
 
7KLVµVHOIOHVV¶WDONFRQVWLWXWHVDSRWHQWLDOFKDOOHQJHWRWKRVHZKROLNH%DUUDWW
FDVWWKRVHLQ+5DVµNH\DJHQWVLQSURPRWLQJLGHRORJLHVZKLFKREIXVFDWHWKH
IXQGDPHQWDOO\H[SORLWDWLYHQDWXUHRIWKHHPSOR\PHQWUHODWLRQVKLS¶S7KH
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suggestion implicit is that HR benefits from the role they play in inflicting managerial 
and capitalist worst excesses on others; the speaker refutes the notion of HR gain in 
VXEVFULELQJWRWKHµWUDQVIRUPDWLRQDJHQGD¶DVVRFLDWHGZLWK130+5WRRLVWKH
µYLFWLP¶SHUKDSVLQWKe service of the greater good.  
 
The dominance of the neoliberal modernisation discourse has arguably created 
tensions in a public sector which has been characterised as traditionally having a 
µSXEOLFVHUYLFHHWKRV¶(e.g. Ranson and Stewart, 1994; Boyne, 2002). This 
FKDUDFWHULVDWLRQRI+5¶VµSURIHVVLRQDOSURMHFW¶0XHOOHUDQG&DUWHUZKLFK
SRVLWLRQV+5DVµLQOHDJXHZLWK¶PDQDJHULDOZRUVWH[FHVVHVIDLOVWRDFFRXQWIRUWKH
µWHPSHULQJ¶WDONLQZKLFKVSHDNHUVHQJDJHDUWLFXODWLQJµROG¶YDOXHVGHIHQGLQJ 
bureaucratic principles, retaining and defending discourses of probity, equity and 
public service ethos. Interestingly, some speakers authored a discourse of what 
might have been ROGSXEOLFVHUYLFHHWKRV36(RURULHQWDWLRQµUHEUDQGHG¶DVD
(new) discourse of client orientation/ community-service: 
L2:  :KHUHDV-YHU\PXFKKDGWKHYLHZWKDW,¶PKHUHIRUWKHFKLOGUHQLQ 
 X town and if the decisions are right for them you know, then unless 
 WKHSROLWLFLDQVDUHJRLQJWRYHWRLWWKDW¶VZKDWP\GHFLVLRQZLOl be.  But I 
 think a lot of people as well are long-serving in local government and 
 so I think that kind of ethos, that ethos of serving the client, improving 
 WKHFRPPXQLW\\RX¶UHEURXJKWXSZLWKLW'R\RXNQRZZKDW,PHDQ" 
Such talk enables the speaNHUWRµEULGJH¶WKHUH-writing of an old PSE orientation to a 
new, more palatable discourse, commensurate with modernisation rhetoric, thus 
DSSDUHQWO\DGRSWLQJWKHµQHZ¶ZKLOVWVLPXOWDQHRXVO\GHIHQGLQJWKHROG2WKHU
speakers similarly adopted new discoursHVWRMXVWLI\ZKDWPLJKWEHFRQVLGHUHGµROG¶
ways, rewriting the old as new. For example, the following extract includes the 
speaker drawing on a (new) aspiration to be private sector-like, to assume Gershon-
LQVSLUHGµRQHEHVWZD\¶HIILFLHQF\WDONDVMXVWification for an (old) bureaucratic 
principle of corporacy/ consistency whereby policy is sacrosanct: 
 SD: What tends to happen is they then bastardise, sorry for the tape, but 
  WKH\K\EULGWKHFRUSRUDWHSROLF\VR\RX¶YHJRWDOOWKLVLQFRQVLVWHQF\
  happening across the organizationEXWZHFDQ¶WEHKDYLQJHYHU\WHDP
  UHZULWLQJWKHSROLF\RQDZKLP7KDW¶VQRWKRZLWZRUNVWKDW¶VQRW 
  HIILFLHQWDQG,¶PILUPO\RIWKHEHOLHIWKDWVWURQJSROLF\HTXDOVVWURQJ 
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  practice so yes, it is about trying to be, as people would say more  
  DOLJQHGWRSULYDWHVHFWRU¶ 
Such talk represents a multi-lingualism on the part of speakers, able to rewrite old as 
new, and vice versa, a skilled melding of old and new. Agential speakers draw 
opportunistically on aspects of both old and new talk to craft a plausible, palatable 
MXVWLILFDWLRQRIWKHROGWKURXJKWKHQHZ7KLVµPHOGLQJ¶LVUHYLVLWHGLQWKHILQDOSDUWRI
WKLVFKDSWHU+RZHYHUKDYLQJFRQVLGHUHGHQJDJHPHQWZLWKµQHZ¶WDONWKHQH[W
section considers in more detail hRZVSHDNHUVHQJDJHGLQPRUHFOHDUO\µSUR-ROG¶WDON 
 
66RPHWKLQJROGµ$QFLHQUHJLPH¶WDON 
Pro-change evangelical talk did not preclude speakers from articulating equally pro-
WUDGLWLRQWDONWKHµSUR-FKDQJH¶6VHHDERYHXVHVWKHWHUPµdinosaur¶WRGHscribe 
KHUSXEOLFVHUYLFHHWKRVRULHQWDWLRQEXWQHYHUWKHOHVVGHIHQGVLWDVµDPDWWHURISULGH¶. 
More than half of the participants VWLOOUHVRUWHGWRµVWDWXWRU\¶WDON/µ:HVWLOOKDYHD
VWDWXWRU\UROHDVDORFDODXWKRULW\¶) and to the previous identity of the public sector as 
moral standard- setter for employment relationships (6µ:HDUHVWLOOUHTXLUHGWRIXOILO
RXUUROHDVDPRGHOHPSOR\HU¶). Similarly, whilst a small number of participants talked 
negatively of bureaucracy itself, many more cast it as an inevitable and in some 
quarters, highly desirable aspect of the public sector/ local government context.  
 
Participants readily defended the somewhat outmoded, denigrated and rather 
unfashionable principles of bureaucracy, including democracy, probity and 
accountability. The following three short extracts indicate how each of these 
µEXUHDXFUDWLF¶SULQFLSOHVZHUHFODLPHGDQGGHIHQGHGE\VSHDNHUV 
 L3:  So the question is, is it possible to cut the bureaucracy in local 
 JRYHUQPHQW«,PHDQLWFDQ¶WHYHUeliminate it because by the very 
 QDWXUHWKDW\RX¶UHZRUNLQJLQDGHPRFUDF\WKDW¶VMXVWWKHZD\LWLVLVQ¶W
 it? 
Bureaucracy is accepted as an inevitable outcome of democracy, which is, in itself, 
WDNHQIRUJUDQWHGZLWKRXWTXHVWLRQDVWKHµnature¶RIWKH local government 
environment. There is no trace here of the speaker identifying a threat to the order of 
things, or of seeking to welcome change to the status quo. 
6LPLODUO\6UHDGLO\DGRSWHGDSRVLWLRQVLPXOWDQHRXVO\µDQWL-EXUHDXFUDF\¶HYLGHQWO\
a poVLWLRQFRQVLGHUHGGHVLUDEOHSHUKDSVLQWKHSXUVXLWRIDJUHDWHUµEXVLQHVV-
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RULHQWHG¶LGHQWLW\\HWDOVRSUR-probity, through recourse to a common theme in 
participant talk, that of public money, and the responsibility which local government 
employees have for ensuring expenditure is scrutinised and monitored: 
 S7:  I do have a problem with bureaucracy full stop....some of that is right 
  ZKHUHSXEOLFPRQH\LVLQYROYHGDQGLW¶VLPSRUWDQWWRJHWWKLQJVVLJQHG
  off 
Similarly, accountability is also cited thrRXJKFXVWRGLDQVKLSRIWKHµSXEOLFSXUVH¶DQG
accountability to taxpayers for how it is spent:  
O1:  $QGWKH\¶YHJRWZLQGRIDFRPSURPLVHDJUHHPHQWVRWKH\WKLQN
 WKDW¶VWKHRSWLRQWKH\FDQKDYHDQG,NQRZLWVRXQGVDELWFRUQ\EXW
 \HVZHGRDVNµLVWKDWUHDOO\DJRRGXVHRIWD[SD\HUV¶PRQH\DQG
 what would they say if they knew 
 ,QWKLVVSHDNHU¶VDFFRXQWµWKH\¶UHIHUVWRXQVFUXSXORXVHPSOR\HHVVHHNLQJWRSURILW
from the authority through negotiating paid departure from the organization in return 
for a waiver of employment rights and potential future claims. Other speakers 
decried managers who resorted to such agreements as a costly short-cut measure 
for removing particular employees rather than pursuing the usual policies and 
processes. The appeal of the speaker here is to a more legitimate constituency than 
either employees or line managers: the taxpayer whose money funds the very 
existence of local government. 
 
(DFKRIWKHVHH[WUDFWVGHPRQVWUDWHVDGLVFXUVLYHµFOHDYLQJ¶WREXUHDXFUDWLFSULQFLSOHV
associated with old local government, and this was prevalent through talk defending  
public sector distinctiveness in the face of pro-private sector comparisons and 
prescriptions associated with  modernisation talk. Defence of this public sector 
distinctiveness may be positioned alongside an understanding of the potential 
problems associated with upholding it, thus adding a further level of 
insight/commitment, i.e. we know it is hard but we are nevertheless dedicated to 
upholding it anyway (/)2IFRXUVHLW¶VSROLWLFDO2IFRXUVHLW¶VGLIILFXOW7KDW¶VKRZLW
LV*HWRYHULW(QGRI¶). Speakers committed themselves to the distinctiveness, and 
in the process, articulated a resistance to managerialism and to managerial 
demands. For example:   
 EC:  But I guess if I was a manager trying to manage a service, the  
  demands on them, you can see their frustration.  But at the end of the 
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  day, we do work in local government rather than private industry and it 
  LVQ¶WWKHVDPHPXFKDVWKH\¶GOLNHLWWREH 
Others resisted threats to the distinctiveness through recourse to public sector/ 
service ethos in a range of discursive guises (.%µ$ORFDODXWKRULW\KDVWREHPRUH
ethical and better than private organizationV¶; -µ:HDUHKHUHIRUWKHFLWL]HQVRI;
DIWHUDOO¶3µ:HEHOLHYHLQGRLQJWKLQJVSURSHUO\LQORFDOJRYHUQPHQW¶) and through 
discourses of commitment to maintaining the tradition of public sector priorities:  
 S8: µ(YHU\WKLQJWKDWZHGRFRPHVEDFNWRVDIHJXDUGLQJDQGZKDWHYHU 
  happens that has to remain RXUWRSSULRULW\¶ 
 
T1:  ,GRWKLQNZH¶YHORVWWKHFDULQJDQGKXPDQVLGHDQGZH¶UHPRUH
 resource and productivity driven, and while I can see the need for that 
 because of funding and budgets I think we might be going a step too 
 IDUDQG\RXGRQ¶WZDQWto lose completely that ethical perspective that 
 ZH¶YH always had here 
7KLVµHWKLFDO¶WDONLVSUHVHQWHGQRWDVQDLYHRULGHDOLVWLFWKHVSHDNHUVHHVWKHQHHG
IRUUHIRUPEXWQHYHUWKHOHVVGHIHQGVWKHROGµHWKLFDOSHUVSHFWLYH¶IURPDQDSSDUHQWO\
informed and considered position.  
7KHNH\TXHVWLRQKHUHLVZK\VSHDNHUVPLJKWHQJDJHLQVXFKµROG¶WDON,IEHQHILWV
DQGSRWHQWLDOOHJLWLPDF\DFFUXHIURPDFTXLULQJDQGGHSOR\LQJµQHZ¶SUR-reform talk, 
why might speakers choose nevertheless to continue to draw on such apparently 
outmoded repertoires which fail to offer organizational legitimacy? The answer may 
be that they have failed to recognise the gains to be derived from cultivating a pro-
reform identity, although given that much of the talk suggests that this option has 
been considered and rejected, this explanation is unlikely. Alternatively, speakers 
PD\VHHNDOWHUQDWLYHIRUPVRIOHJLWLPDF\WKURXJKIRUH[DPSOHµLQWHJULW\¶RIVHOI-
narrative: authoring a consistent, cohesive identity. Where speakers preserve 
sRPHWKLQJRIYDOXHLQWKLVFDVHFKHULVKHGGLVFRXUVHVRIµROG¶SXEOLFVHFWRUYDOXHV
and ethos, a more autonomous legitimacy may be achieved through the cultivation of 
authentic (Costas and Fleming, 2009) or idealised  (Wieland, 2010) selves, 
independent of organizationally imposed discourses and identities. A final 
explanation is that speakers may be authoring identities which are informed yet 
sceptical, naturally mistrustful of the discourses of fads and fashions, having 
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witnessed them rise and fall in the past. Such speakers may choose instead to 
SUHVHUYHFRQWLQXLW\WKURXJKGUDZLQJRQµHQGXULQJ¶UHSHUWRLUHVRISXEOLFVHFWRU7KXV
they position themselves as outsiders, permanently liminal, other, yet wise and 
superior to those who are seduced by passing discursive trends. 
3HUKDSVWKHPRVWVKUHZGVSHDNHUVVXFFHHGLQFRPELQLQJµROG¶DQGµQHZ¶WDONZKLFK
might enable a bridging between organizationally legitimised and authentic/idealised 
identities. The next and final section of this chapter considers the evidence of 
speakers engaging in such discursive strategies. 
6.4 Something Else: The space between- µ7KLUGZD\¶WDONSRVW-bureaucracy 
and liminality 
As previously discussed, much of the academic literature surrounding public sector 
reform has offered polarised debates and discourses of binary and opposing 
positions. For those working in the context, the experience of navigating the 
environment and the multiple discourses which abound may require a demonstration 
of an ability to craft an alternative path between or across discourses. Ainsworth et 
DOWDONRIµERXQGDU\-spanning and cross-spatial self-SRVLWLRQLQJV¶ZKLFKWKH\
suggest are indicative of the hybrid roles that workers under NPM increasingly 
embody. These roles, they claim, are in contrast to traditional perceptions of how the 
provision and management of public service work is carried out. Participants in this 
research, through drawing on both old and new talk, suggest the possibility of 
FUDIWLQJDK\EULGµWKLUGZD\¶GLVFRXUVH6XFKDGLVFRXUVH may offer scope for 
retaining certain aspects of OPA discourses, as well as resistance to 
NPM/modernisation talk. It may also provide the opportunity for speakers to locate 
WKHPVHOYHVZLWKLQDµSUDJPDWLF¶µVSDFHEHWZHHQ¶SRVLWLRQRUWRH[SUHVVDQLGHDOLsed 
µKHWHURWRSLF¶YLVLRQ6SLFHUHWDOHLWKHURIWKHLURZQLGHQWLW\RURIWKHFRQWH[W
LQZKLFKWKH\IXQFWLRQFODLPLQJDµEHVWRIERWKZRUOGV¶LQVLJKW3DUWLFLSDQWVHQJDJLQJ
LQVXFKWDONRVWHQVLEO\UHIXWHWKHµHLWKHURU¶YHUVLRQVDQGSRODULVHGSHUspectives 
which have been prevalent in the academic literature. Speaker identities might 
WKHUHIRUHEHDQFKRUHGLQµROG¶WDONEXWHTXDOO\RSHQUHFHSWLYHWRWKHQHZZKHUHWKLV
PLJKWEHDSSURSULDWHXVHIXORUSUDJPDWLF,QWHUHVWLQJO\WKLVµFUDIWLQJ¶RIDSragmatic 
WDONZKLFKµVWUDGGOHV¶RSSRVLQJSRVLWLRQVRIIHUVWKHSRWHQWLDOIRUVSHDNHUVWRFUHDWH
and take up positions of  privileged insight and understanding,  able to demonstrate 
XQGHUVWDQGLQJDQGIOXHQF\LQµERWKVLGHV¶WRVHHEHQHILWVDQGVKRUWFRPLQJV of both 
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ROGDQGQHZDQGWRDXWKRUDWWLPHVDQHZµRSWLPXP¶KHWHURWRSLFYHUVLRQRISXEOLF
VHFWRUZKHUHµDOWHUQDWLYHPRGHVRIEHLQJDQGGRLQJ¶PLJKWEHLPDJLQHG6SLFHUHW
al, 2009, p.551). 
7KLVµOLPLQDOLW\¶SKHQRPHQRQLVQRWXQXVXDOZKHUHLGHQWLWLHVare being called into 
question: where identity change is demanded, speakers may find themselves caught 
between old and new in the process of identity reconstruction (Beech, 2010). 
Here, the HR function and, arguably, all local government employees (indeed, all 
public servants to a greater or lesser degree) are being called upon to re-imagine 
WKHPVHOYHVLGHQWLW\ZRUNLVGHPDQGHGZKHUHYHUµUHIRUP¶DQGµWUDQVIRUPDWLRQ¶
rhetoric is at large, and the context of the public sector has long been the focus of 
such rhetoric. Public sector workers are subject to the ambiguity created where old  
and new discourses co-H[LVWZKHUHDUDQJHRIµQHZ¶YHUVLRQVDQGUHLQYHQWLRQV
apparently compete for supremacy, and where different political priorities and 
demands demand frequent re-interpretations. This identity work may result in a form 
of identity crisis, a crisis especially keenly felt and articulated by a function which has 
not previously achieved the legitimacy it has sought. 
It may come as no surprise that those whose identity is at stake engage in a form of 
GLVFXUVLYHO\µKHGJHGEHWV¶, and this appeared to be a common feature for most 
interviewees. They may, as agential selves, see opportunities for preserving aspects 
RIFKHULVKHGµROGLGHQWLWLHV¶DQGZULWHWKHPLQWRQHZ visions and versions of how their 
LGHQWLW\LVWREHWKH\PD\HQJDJHLQDµPDJSLH-OLNH¶SLFNLQJRIIRIWKHPRVWDWWUDFWLYH
aspects of opposing discourses; or alternatively, confusion may abound as to where 
they might best locate their identity in pursuit of legitimacy, and a merged, melded, 
µPLGGOHJURXQG¶GLVFRXUVHPD\HPHUJH 
Witness, for example:  
 M1:  7KHUH¶VQRZD\RQ*RG¶VHDUWK\RXFRXOGGRWKDWKHUH\RXNQRZ 
  LWWDNHV\RXPRQWKV«ZKLFK,¶PQRWVD\LQJLVZURQJ  
  somewhere between the  two « 
6LPLODUO\.UHIXWHVWKHVXJJHVWLRQWKDWµSULYDWHVHFWRUYDOXHV¶FDQVLPSO\EHXVHGWR
LQIRUPSXEOLFVHFWRUSUDFWLFHFKRRVLQJLQVWHDGWRDUWLFXODWHDSUHIHUHQFHIRUDµPLGGOH
JURXQG¶DOWHUQDWLYH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 SK: And do you think that the kind of values that might underpin private  
  sector organizations would be preferable to that? 
 KD: 1RWQHFHVVDULO\,WKLQN«,PHDQ,GRQ¶WWKLQNWKHUH¶VDQ\VXFK 
  public sector organization where it can happen.  I think you need to be 
  somewhere between the two.  
7KLVµPLGGOHJURXQG¶SRVLWLRQHQDEOHVVSHDNHUVWRDUWLFXODWHVXSHULRULW\LQUHODWLRQWR
managers who may be blinkered by NPM target-talk, whereas HR can claim an 
RULHQWDWLRQWRµWKHELJJHUSLFWXUH¶ 
 N2:  I do understand the frustration, and I know they are all worried about 
  WKHWDUJHWVDQG,¶PVRUU\EXWPDQDJHUVJHWWLQJIUXVWUDWHGLVQ¶WDJRRG
  enough reason for us to be cutting corners because we know what the 
  consequences will be  
7KXVµWKLUGZD\¶DUWLFXODWLRQVDUHGHSOR\HGDVHYLGHQFHRI+5¶VLQYDOXDEOHURle in 
µEULGJLQJDJDS¶EHWZHHQROGDQGQHZGUDZLQJRQµROG¶LQVLJKWVWRLQIRUPQHZ
practice and principles (-/,¶YHEHHQKHUHVRORQJEHOLHYHPHWKHUH¶VQRWKLQJWKH\
FDQWHOOPHDERXWWKDW,KDYHQ¶WVHHQ¶ ; claiming flexibility and a reform orientation 
whilst emphasizing continuity (-+µ:HNQRZZHKDYHWRFKDQJHDQGZHVHHWKH
EHQHILWVDQGZHZHOFRPHLWZHGREXWZHDOVRNQRZZKDWZHGRZHOODQGZH¶UHQR
KXUU\WRJLYHWKDWDZD\¶DQGFKDPSLRQLQJQHZZD\VRIZRUNLQJHJµQHWZRUN¶
working and a µQHWZRUNHG¶LGHQWLW\WKURXJKUHO\LQJRQROGVNLOOVNQRZOHGJHDQG
experience:   
 E3:  And who do I listen to because there are so many people pulling the 
  strings now? Well I have to rely on my own judgement and professional 
  knowledge more than ever to do the right thing 
6LPLODUO\PLGGOHJURXQGRUµWKLUGZD\¶WDONPLJKWUHSUHVHQWDSRVVLELOLW\IRUVSHDNHUV
to author what might be considered a post-bureaucratic orientation. I draw on the 
concept of post-bureaucracy here not as a particular model or blueprint of 
organization, but as a discursive trend whereby the principles or practices of 
bureaucracy are refuted (Garsten and Grey, 2001), what Johnson et al refer to as a 
µUKHWRULFRIGHEXUHDXFUDWL]DWLRQ¶-RKQVRQHWDOS$FRQWH[WRI
organizatLRQDOFKDQJHDQGUHIRUPSRSXODWHGZLWKµSRVW-EXUHDXFUDWLF¶GLVFRXUVHPD\
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require individuals or subgroups within the organization (e.g. those working in HR), 
to talk of modifying their role and ways of working and to adjust their knowledge base 
accordingly (Josserand et al, 2003). Grey (1994) suggests that post-bureaucratic 
HPSOR\HHVPXVWHQJDJHLQDIRUPRIµVHOI-PDNLQJ¶ZKDWPLJKWRWKHUZLVHEHUHIHUUHG
to as identity work) but with the purpose of staying predictable and trustworthy. This 
presents a potential tension for workers: to emphasize continuity and predictability in 
how they perform their role identity, or to focus on modification, reinvention and 
novelty. Perhaps for this reason, some have emphasized the extent to which the 
post-bureaucratic era is characterized by hybridity (Josserand et al, 2003). The 
dilemma of how the post-bureaucratic worker is to construct their identity may be 
UHVROYHGWKURXJKFODLPLQJDXWRQRP\DQGSRZHUPRELOLVLQJµSURIHVVLRQDO¶NQRZOHGJH
and articulating choice and volition, whilst reconstructing their subjectivity in line with 
managerial requirements (Johnson et al, 2009).  
 
Talk of the middle ground offers HR the potential to align itself to both old and new  
GLVFRXUVHVDQGRIDUWLFXODWLQJDµEDODQFH¶QRWDYDLODEOHLn current discursive 
constructions of either/or. This participant captures working with a private sector 
strategic partner and reconciling tensions between public sector ethos discourses of 
fairness and employee interests, with marketization and associated discourses of 
business and profit:  
 F2:  6RLW¶VEDODQFLQJZLWKWKHPKRZWRWUHDWRXUHPSOR\HHVDQGWR\RX 
  NQRZ«IRUWKHPWRUHPHPEHUWKDWZKLOVWWKH\DUHDSULYDWH  
  organization DQGWKHLUVLVDERXWDEXVLQHVVDQGSURILWWKDW¶VQRW 
  necessarily KRZZHFDQWUHDWRXUHPSOR\HHVEHFDXVHWKH\¶UHVWLOO 
  &RXQFLOHPSOR\HHVDQGWKH\¶YHJRWWHUPVDQGFRQGLWLRQVUHODWLQJWR 
  that.  And we understand their business needs you know, we see that 
  LVLVQ¶WDOOEDGDQGWKDWZHFRXOGOHDUQIURPWKHPEXWZHsort of try to 
  balance their needs against the needs of the individuals  
7KLVVSHDNHUVWUDGGOHVERWKWKHµROG¶WDONRIZRUNHUQHHGVDQGWKHµQHZ¶WDONRI
understanding business needs, and through reconciling both assumes a privileged, 
superior position: forging a pragmatic route between opposing perspectives.  Ferlie 
et al. (1996) observed as characteristic of the public sector the presence of strong 
and self-regulating professions, in which professionals had stronger allegiances to 
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their professional codes of practice than to their organizations.  )RUDµPDQDJHULDO
SURIHVVLRQ¶VXFKDV+5:ULJKWVWLOOHQJDJHGLQWKHµSURIHVVLRQDOSURMHFW¶
where legitimacy remains contested, the potential for articulating allegiance to such a 
professional code may be more tenuous and risky.  A safer position, one more likely 
WRRIIHUOHJLWLPDF\DQGVWDWXVPLJKWEHWRµemphasize their unique skills in resolving 
WKHFHQWUDOSUREOHPVRIWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQ¶:ULJKWS7KHFHQWUDO
SUREOHPVRIWKHµUHIRUPLQJ¶ SXEOLFVHFWRUPLJKWEHWRµfind a workable solution¶6
Thus HR members author pragmatic identities, identities which are problem and 
solution-focused, able to deftly juggle opposing discourses, to reconcile the 
irreconcilable, talking  incommensurable semantic orientations (Iedema et al, 2004, 
p.24)  into commensurability. 
 
6.5 Summary 
This analysis chapter has considered how speakers draw on discourses of public 
sector to inform their crafting of identity. I have followed a trend in much of the public 
VHFWRUµUHIRUP¶OLWHUDWXUHDQGGUDZQRQWKHUDWKHUVLPSOLVWLFGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQµROG¶
DQGµQHZ¶GLVFRXUVHVWRHYDOXDWHWKHUHSHUWRLUHVZKLFKSDUWLFLSDQWVPDUVKDOOHGWR
position themselves vis-a-YLVµUHIRUP¶ 
 
Many participants chose generalised pro-reform discursive strategies, identifying the 
HR function as evangelically pro-FKDQJHDQGPRGHOOLQJµEHVWSUDFWLFH¶LQOHDGLQJDQG
FKDPSLRQLQJµWUDQVIRUPDWLRQ¶LQLWLDWLYHV)HZHUHQJDJHGLQWKHDUWLFXODWLRQRIVSHFLILF
µUHIRUP¶LQLWLDWLYHVZKLOVWRWKHUVDVVumed pro-FKDQJHSRVLWLRQVZKLOVWµWHPSHULQJ¶
GLVFRXUVHVRIPDQDJHULDOIUHHUHLQWKURXJKUHFRXUVHWRµHWKLFDO¶WDON7KLVSURFHVVRI
discursive tempering enables the speaker to position themselves as superior to 
naive managerialism, claiming a more ethical orientation than simplistic market or 
managerial based discourses, yet retaining the identity of being ready and prepared 
to change. Similarly, some resorted to a more straightforward discursive defence of 
µROG¶ZD\VEXUHDXFUDF\GHPRFUDF\EXUHDXFUDFWLFvalues), having apparently 
considered but rejected the new rhetoric.  Unsurprisingly, many sought to craft a 
µWKLUGZD\¶OLPLQDOGLVFRXUVHZKHUHROGDQGQHZDUHMX[WDSRVHGPHOGHGUHQGHUHG
commensurable.  
Each of these positions offers a form of legitimacy, whether through a simple 
alignment with managerial and reform talk, or through more nuanced talk of blending 
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old and new, of tempering the new, or of articulating a third way. It is worth revisiting 
the phenomenon of within speaker heteroglossia here: many participants veered 
IURPµSUR¶WRµDQWL¶WRµPHOGHG¶GLVFRXUVHVDQGEDFNDJDLQ,QVRPHUHVSHFWVWKLVPD\
FRPHDVQRVXUSULVHDWWLPHVRIGLVFXUVLYHVKLIWVZKHUHµUHIRUP¶LVODXGHGDV
desirable, but represents a major demand for identity work to be undertaken, 
subjects are likely to hedge their bets. Recourse to old talk represents an opportunity 
to defend a previously idealised self and highly prized organizational (and social) 
identity: defender of ethics, fairness, probity.  Deploying new talk enables HR 
practitioners to position themselves as at the forefront of organizational change, as 
OHJLWLPDWHSDUWQHUVLQµWUDQVIRUPDWLRQ¶HIIRUWV7KLUGZD\PHOGHGDQGOLPLQDOWDON
enables speakers to assume a knowing, discerning position, whereby the best of 
both discourses is ostensibly picked off by knowledgeable, informed, agential 
speakers who can recognise both the value and shortcomings of new and old talk. A 
clear discursive commitment is made to a pragmatic middle ground which permits 
identity high ground to be manufactured on the basis of both old-aligned ethics and 
pro-reform flexibility.  
 
This evaluation may ascribe too much agency to those who are subject to large 
scale Discursive shifts, and interestingly another significant theme emerged which 
suggests that agency for HR practitioners may be seriously restricted by discourses 
to which they are subject. This theme of gendered and sexualised discourses is 
considered in the next chapter. 
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7. Analysis: HR wives, nannies and whores: Gendered and Sexualised 
Discourses  
7.1 Introduction 
The first two analysis chapters have considered how HR speakers attempt to 
construct legitimate identities through discourses associated with HRM and public 
sector reform. In this second analysis chapter, I will consider how the HR function is 
constructed by its members in a gendered and sexualised way, drawing on 
participant talk to illustrate the embeddedness of metaphors which serve to reinforce 
KRZ+5ZRUNHUV¶µSURIHVVLRQDO¶LGHQWLWLHVDUHHQDFWHGLQJHQGHUHGDQd sexualised 
ways. As previously discussed, this was a common characteristic of participant talk, 
but not one which I had anticipated, despite my awareness of both the prevalence of 
women in HR roles, and the high number of female participants in this research. 
Both of these phenomena are discussed below. Interestingly, describing the role, 
activities and identity of the function and its members was not restricted to female 
participants, although discourses were deployed rather differently by male speakers. 
Before turning to a discussion of the specific repertoires deployed, I briefly consider 
some of the literature and issues surrounding the gendered nature of the HR 
function. 
7µ7KHODG\IURPSHUVRQQHO¶LGHQWLI\LQJWKHIXQFWLRQDVIHPDOH 
Of the 47 interviews represented her, 41 were with female participants. This is not 
unusual for either the context of the research (local government) or more particularly 
for the HR function. 7KHµSURIHVVLRQ¶RISHUVRQQHOKXPDQUHVRXUFHPDQDJHPHQWKDV
traditionally been FRQVLGHUHGDµIHPDOH¶GRPDLQ/HJJHLQIRUH[DPSOH
CIPD membership was 72% female (Tasker, 2005). Given that members of a 
professional institute are more likely to hold senior hierarchical positions, we might 
assume that the lower echelons are evenly more densely populated by women. This 
phenomenon is borne out by the participant profile in this research. In the same year, 
65% of public sector employees were female (Millard and Machin, 2007) and in 
March 2010, 75% of English local authority employees were female (LGA, 2010). 
Women evidently dominate both local authority employment and the human 
resources function, although this has rarely been addressed in either the academic 
or the practitioner literature.  
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Although this phenomenon of female numerical domination of the profession was not 
specifically or directly referred to by any participant, several alluded to the 
entrenched notion that the function is predominantly populated by women. Male 
interviewee O, for example, (whose shortened forename might be used by a man or 
a woman) observed: µPDQDJHUVDUHDELWVXUSULVHGVRPHWLPHVZKHQ,WXUQRXWQRWWR
EHWKHODG\IURPSHUVRQQHO¶ 
 
Similarly, just under a third of participants made direct reference to gender as an 
explanatory factor in the funcWLRQ¶VPDUJLQDOLVDWLRQDQGODFNRIOHJLWLPDF\DSUHYLRXV
VHFWLRQLGHQWLILHGWKHµOLWWOHZRPDQIURPSHUVRQQHO¶GLVFRXUVHDQG/UHIHUUHG
DQJULO\WRWKHµROGER\V¶FOXE¶ as the barrier to the HR function achieving legitimacy 
DQGVWDWXVDQGWREHFRPLQJµVWUDWHJLF¶ 
µ7KH\GRQ¶WEHOLHYHLQ+5WKH\VHHLWDVDOLWWOHDGPLQIXQFWLRQVRPHWKLQJWKDW
ZRPHQGRDQGVRLW¶VQHYHUJRLQJWREHLQWHJUDWHGRUVWUDWHJLFEHFDXVHZH
MXVWDUHQ¶WWDNHQVHULRXVO\¶ 
This was echoed by S1, who associates budget with authorit\DQGH[SODLQV+5¶V 
lack of either as a function of the gendered nature of the organization: 
 
S1 But you know, we have no budget, we have no authority (laughs) and I 
GRQ¶WWKLQNZH¶UHWDNHQVHULRXVO\IURPWKDWSRLQWRIYLHZ 
 
Sue Right.   
 
S1 $QG+5GRHVQ¶t have a place at the top table, in the sense of the 
Corporate Management Team. That has never consistently happened.  
6R,WKLQNWKHUHZHUHDFRPELQDWLRQRIIDFWRUVDQGLW¶VDERXWWKH
mentality of the organization, some professional, experienced, senior 
HR officers who are mainly women, sitting down and saying this is 
ZKDWZHWKLQN\RXQHHG:H¶UHQRWWDNHQVHULRXVO\E\WKH
predominantly male senior management structure. 
Her talk clearly articulates the lack of status and legitimacy of the function and 
proposes the gendered identity of HR (female) and of senior line management 
(predominantly male) as the cause.   
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Similarly, in some quarters, an essentialist language has been used to ascribe a 
µIHPLQLQH¶LGHQWLW\WRWKHSURIHVVLRQ/HJJH1LYHQ, an identity 
DVVRFLDWHGZLWKDFRQFHUQIRUVRFLDODQGZHOIDUHLVVXHVRUZLWKµVRIWHU¶SXUVXLWVDV
RSSRVHGWRWKHµKDUG¶PDVFXOLQHFRQFHUQVRIQHJRWLDWLRQUHVXOWVDQGRXWSXWV%UDQGO
HWDO7KLVµVRIW¶LGHQWLW\DSSDUHQWO\GRHVQRWVHUYHWKHIXQFtion well in terms of 
establishing credentials and legitimacy: 
 S5:  :HGRQ¶WKDYHWKHUHSXWDWLRQRIEHLQJIOXII\DQGSLQNDOWKRXJKZH¶UHDOO
  women (laughs) in my team but even so, what we have found difficult is 
  maintaining a good reputation 
Such lanJXDJHZDVXVHGE\DQXPEHURIVSHDNHUVWRFKDUDFWHULVHWKHµVRIW¶LGHQWLW\
RIWKHIXQFWLRQ,QWHUHVWLQJO\IRUWKLVVSHDNHUDµfluffy and pink¶LGHQWLW\PD\EH
automatically associated with women (ladies?), and automatically considered NOT 
the basis for a good reputation. Yet despite refuting this identity, her team still fails to 
maintain a good reputation. Some writers have suggested that even within the  
profession, both job content and relative influence are determined by  gender, with 
women more likely to engage in service-oriented behaviours , and to have less 
IRUPDODXWKRULW\DQGOHVVµUHDO¶LQIOXHQFHWKDQWKHLUPDOH+5FRXQWHUSDUWV6LPSVRQ
and Lenoir, 2003; Brandl et al, 2008). Of the six male participants in this research, 
three were at the most senior level in their organization, two at the next tier, and only 
RQHRFFXS\LQJDMXQLRUµDVVLVWDQW¶UROH 
 
7KHHPSKDVLVRQµUHSXWDWLRQ¶DUWLFXODWHGDERYHLOOXVWUDWHVWKHH[WHQWWRZKLFKIRUWKH
HR function, role legitimacy is presented as relational, and largely expressed through 
relationships with line managers. For the participants in this research, reference was 
occasionally made to relationships with employees, elected members and unions, 
EXWOLQHPDQDJHUVIHDWXUHGRYHUZKHOPLQJO\LQµUHODWLRQVKLS¶WDON.  This issue is 
considered in more detail below, but it is worth illustrating here at the outset the ways 
in which legitimacy is captured through the relationship: 
 SH: I think you know, we have over the last couple of years I feel you know, 
  built up a good working relationship with each of the divisions.   
  %HFDXVHWRPHWKDW¶VNH\LQHQVXULQJWKDW\RXNQRZZH¶UHGHOLYHULQJ
  what they expect and equally, they feed back to us in what they think 
  ZH¶UHGRLQJDVDVHUYLFH$QGWRVRPHGHJUHHWKDW¶VWKe thing that  
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  distinguishes our service from the other directorates: that means we 
  are doing the professional job we set out to do, and we are taken  
  seriously as the professionals 
The irony here may be that the speaker articulates the relationship with the line 
manager as the route to and evidence of professionalism for the function: yet this 
dependency undermines the very notion of professional independence. 
%XLOGLQJRQ7KRPDVDQG'DYLHV¶VXJJHVWLRQWKDWorganizations are sites of 
gender construction and contestation, the next section of the analysis considers, 
through accounts of this line manager-HR relationship, the gendered and sexualised 
construction of the function.  
7.3 Talking duty, talking dirty: gendered and sexualised discourses 
Each of the following sections considers how both women and men in HR are 
constituted as gendered and sexualised organizational subjects. Through drawing on 
a range of metaphors, participants were effectively positioned within particular 
identity repertoires, each with consequences for how legitimacy might be achieved. 
To reiterate, this legitimacy is represented as being conferred or denied by line 
managers, and therefore the roles are constructed relationally, regardless of line 
manager or HR worker gender. The identity repertoires considered in turn are the 
organizational wife, the domestic worker; the nanny; the good girl; and sexualised 
identities. 
7.3.1 The good wife: servicing the relationship 
As already indicated, the relational nature of the HR functioQ¶VUROHZDVDSUHYDOHQW
theme in participant talk, with interviewees regularly articulating the primary 
achievement of the function as the capacity to build and sustain positive 
UHODWLRQVKLSV'HSOR\HGDVDEDGJHRISURIHVVLRQDOVXFFHVVWKLVµUHODWLRQVKip-
EXLOGLQJ¶DQGµUHODWLRQVKLSPDLQWHQDQFH¶WDONZDVDUWLFXODWHGDVWKHFRQWLQXDWLRQRI
dialogue and positive relationships with line managers. The existence and 
continuance of such relationships appeared to be used as a measure of HR 
effectiveness, and as evidence of professional credibility: 
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 J4:  ,¶YHZRUNHGYHU\KDUGWRHVWDEOLVKDSURSHUZRUNLQJUHODWLRQVKLSZLWK
  P\$'¶V$VVLVWDQW'LUHFWRUVDQG,DPYHU\SURXGDQG,¶OOGRZKDWHYHU
  is necessary to keep that going 
Interestingly this (female) speakeUVXJJHVWVWKDWVKHZLOOGRµZKDWHYHULVQHFHVVDU\¶ 
WRPDLQWDLQDµSURSHUZRUNLQJUHODWLRQVKLS¶. Yet such talk suggests that it is entirely 
the responsibility of those in the HR function to maintain the relationship, rather than 
other parties: what might bHFRQVLGHUHGIDUIURPDµSURSHU¶ZRUNLQJUHODWLRQVKLSIRU
other functions.  
Similarly, C2 (who referred to the relationship between the function and line 
PDQDJHPHQWWLPHVGXULQJKHULQWHUYLHZDVVRFLDWHVWKHPDLQWHQDQFHRIµWKH
UHODWLRQVKLS¶ZLWKSURIHVsional status and as a source of professional pride: 
 C2:  Through good times and bad, whatever has happened, however bad 
  WKLQJVKDYHJRW,¶YHDOZD\VHPSKDVL]HGWRWKHWHDPWKHLPSRUWDQFHRI
  NHHSLQJWKHUHODWLRQVKLSJRLQJDQG,¶PSURXGWKDWZH¶YHPDQaged that, 
  EHFDXVHWKDW¶VWKHSURIHVVLRQDOWKLQJWRGRDQGDERYHDOOWKDW¶VZKDW
  we are, doing a professional service, and I think we are appreciated for 
  that 
7KHODQJXDJHKHUHUHFDOOVPDULWDOYRZVµWKURXJKJRRGWLPHVDQGEDG¶IRUEHWWHUIRU
worse) whilst re-LWHUDWLQJWKHµVHUYLFH¶GLPHQVLRQWRWKHUROH*LYHQWKHSUREOHP
discussed previously of HR dependence on line manager approval and acceptance 
for legitimacy, it may come as no surprise that those in the function seek to curry 
favour with managers. Equally, it may be inevitable that an HR function in thrall to 
line management should seek to represent their desire to maintain positive 
relationships as evidence of professionalism rather than as evidence of inferior 
status, lack of legitimacy or subservience. However, the responsibility for relationship 
maintenance work, and the pride taken in the positive relational outcomes might be 
considered a form of emotional labour (Hochschild, 1983), with a distinctly gendered 
dimension, as those undertaking that labour are predominantly women. Drawing on 
+RFKVFKLOG¶VZRUN7RZQOH\VXJJHVWVWKDWZRPHQDUHIDUPRUHOLNHO\WRILQG
themselves in roles where they are required to GHDOZLWKRWKHUSHRSOH¶VIHHOLQJVDQG
emotions; to be responsive to needs of others, providing a personal response to their 
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QHHGV7KHUHVSRQVLELOLW\IRUµWKHUHODWLRQVKLS¶FODLPHGE\WKHVSHDNHUVKHUHHFKRHV
this claim. 
2WKHUVWDONHGRIWKH+5IXQFWLRQDVDNLQGRIµWURSK\ZLIH¶WKHµSHWIXQFWLRQ¶, the 
µGHGLFDWHG¶department whose role it is to service and flatter line management, and to 
IXQFWLRQDVDµEROVWHULQJ¶VRXUFH)RUH[DPSOH 
 
L2 They (line managers) like to have their own dedicated personnel 
department. It makes them feel more important. The bigger the better 
because then they can run round after them and service their every need. I 
WKLQNZH¶YHUHSODFHGWKHROGIDVKLRQHGVHFUHWDULHVRU3$¶VODXJKV 
S8 I think Directors like to have their own (HR) team, like sort of a pet function 
because then they can challenge what Corporate say and it gives them 
more kudos 
However, the prized status conferred by this role may be conditional on HR 
FRPSOLDQFHDQGSDVVLYLW\DGDUNHUGLVFRXUVHRI+5DVDEXVHGµYLFWLP¶VLPLODUO\
emerged: 
J3 HR is knocked back so many times. We suffer from low self-esteem, a 
kind of learned helplessness. We feel we have so much to offer and we 
PDNHVXJJHVWLRQVDQGWKH\DUHFRPSOHWHO\RYHUULGGHQRULJQRUHG,W¶VOLNH
battered wife syndrome. 
Here line manager power is represented as a dark force which oppresses the HR 
function.  The disturbing metaphor articulated reiterates the subservient identity for 
HR which featured elsewhere: the cost of becoming too demanding, of seeking an 
autonomous voice, is presented as an abusive µNQRFNLQJEDFN¶ A similar repertoire 
RISDVVLYLW\DQGFRPSOLDQFHIHDWXUHGLQWKHJXLVHRIµJRRGJLUO¶WDON7KLVLGHQWLW\LV
comprised of being seen to be compliant, there to please, and avoiding conflict. 
Legitimacy is conditional on doing as one is told, smiling sweetly and not challenging 
managers. The following two extracts (from one of the most senior and one of the 
PRVWMXQLRUSDUWLFLSDQWVGHSOR\WKHµJRRGJLUO¶UHSHUWRLUH 
 
L5 6KH¶VRQO\WKHUHEHFDXVHVKHGRHVQ¶WURFNWKHERDWWRRPXFKKHU
predecessor was seen as a trouble maker (by top management) 
EHFDXVHVKHZRXOGQ¶WGRDVVKHZDVWROGDQGDFKHHUZHQWXSZKHQ
she left 
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P1  %HFDXVH,¶YHEHHQKHUHVLQFH,ZDVWKH\NQRZWKDW,FDQKDYHD
ODXJKDQGDMRNHDQG,WKLQNWKH\WKLQNµ2KLW¶V3IURP3D\UROO\RX
NQRZVKH¶VDOULJKWVKHGRHVZKDWVKH¶VWROG«¶EXWZKHQ,WU\WRJHWD
ELWPRUHVHULRXVWKH\GRQ¶WOLNHWKDWVRPXFK 
The gendered, and again potentially abusive, oppressive dimension to this talk is 
evident: approval and acceptance are conditional on articulating palatable and 
managerially-FRPSOLDQWWDON,QWHUHVWLQJO\VRPHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶WDONVXJJHVWHGDVHOI-
conscious performance and manipulation of this role, which may be no surprise 
given the implicit powerlessness of this identity:  
J1 ,¶YHEHHQKHUHVLQFH,ZDVDVOLSRIa girl so I know the right way round 
influencing them. Sometimes you just have to smile sweetly and walk 
away because you know that challenging will be counter-productive. 
Here the speaker (also a senior manager) positions herself as choosing to perform 
µJRRGJLUO¶DVDGHOLEHUDWHLQIOXHQFLQJVWUDWHJ\UDWKHUWKDQEHLQJFDVWXQZLOOLQJO\E\
µOLQHPDQDJHPHQW¶LQWKHUROH 
 
7KHµPDUULDJH¶RI+5DQGOLQHPDQDJHPHQWWKHQLVQRWWDONHGRIDVDUHODWLRQVKLSRI
HTXDOVWKHµIHPDOH¶SDUWQHUPDLQWDLQVDQGVHUYLFHVWKe relationship at all costs, 
IODWWHUVWKHHJRDQGLGHQWLW\RIWKHOLQHPDQDJHUµKXVEDQG¶DQGULVNVDEXVHLIVKH
EHFRPHVWRRGHPDQGLQJDQGIDLOVWRSHUIRUPµJRRGJLUO¶7KXVWKHUHODWLRQVKLSLVFDVW
in gendered (and abusive) terms. This is neither a recipe for an independent and 
legitimate, credible organizational identity, nor talk which appears to offer much 
furtherance of the HR professional project. 
The regulatory and constraining effects of such gendered discourses were in 
evidence elsewhere through similarly gendered discursive resources deployed in 
characterising the daily enactment of the role and relationship between individual HR 
ZRUNHUVDQGOLQHPDQDJHUVLQFOXGLQJWKHµGRPHVWLF¶UROHFOHDULQJXSDIWHUOLQH
managers; and the nanny, caring for, comforting and disciplining the line manager 
µFKLOG¶7KHQH[WVHFWLRQFRQVLGHUVWKHILUVWRIWKHVHWKHGRPHVWLFZRUNHU 
7.3.2 Dirty work: clearing up the managerial mess 
Participants frequently drew on cleaning/tidying metaphors relating to a domestic 
µVHUYLFLQJ¶UROHIRU+5LQUHODWLRQWROLQHPDQDJHUVLQGHDOLQJZLWKGLIILFXOWHPSOR\HH
197 
Sue Kinsey-HR identity in local government 
LVVXHV7KHUHZDVIUHTXHQWWDONRIµFOHDQLQJXS¶µFOHDULQJXS¶µVZHHSLQJXS¶DQG
µPRSSLQJXS¶DIWHUOLQHPDQDJHUVDQGWKHLUµPHVVHV¶1IRUH[DPSOHVXJJHVWVWKDW 
  We end up sweeping a lot of what they (line managers) do under the 
FDUSHW\RX¶UHDOZD\VSLFNLQJXSWKHSLHFHVRIVRPHFDWDVWURSKHRU
RWKHUZKHUHWKH\KDYHQ¶WGHDOWZLWKDQLVVXHXQWLOLWKDVH[SORGHGLQ
WKHLUIDFH¶ 
Similarly, D1: 
  <RXNQRZ\RX¶YHJRWWR WU\WRJHWWKHPWRGRZKDWWKH\¶UHVXSSRVHGWR
GRWRWDNHRZQHUVKLSDQGEHPDQDJHUVZKDWWKH\¶UHSDLGIRUEXWPRVW
RIWKHWLPHZH¶UHUHDFWLQJFOHDQLQJXSDIWHUWKHPZKHQWKH\¶YH
dropped one. 
Inevitably such talk suggests a subservient role for the HR function, but equally 
categorises people management activities as low grade domestic work, work lacking 
in value (Oakley, 1974), perhaps explaining why line managers might be reluctant to 
engage with such activities. This contrasts sharply with the HR speaNHUV¶SUHVHQWHG
rationale of line manager incompetence. 
Interestingly, Townley (1994), in her early Foucauldian critique of HRM, identified 
WKDWFHUWDLQNLQGVRIMREFRQWHQWLVIUHTXHQWO\RYHUORRNHGLQµIHPDOH¶MREVLQFOXGLQJ
domestic labour and, of particular interest here, the management of stress and the 
HPRWLRQVRIRWKHUV:RPHQ¶VOHVVYLVLEOHGRPHVWLFODERXUVKHVXJJHVWVKDVEHHQ
devalued as it is more rooted in the maintenance of processes (or of people) than in 
the production of products. Thus the work of the HR function and other similar 
functions is inevitably devalued. Perhaps unsurprisingly this kind of organizational 
µGRPHVWLF¶ZRUNKDVEHHQFKDUDFWHULVHGHOVHZKHUHDVµWR[LQ-KDQGOLQJ¶.XOLNHWDO
2009): a rather more industrial metaphor for FDSWXULQJWKHµGLUW\ZRUN¶RIGHDOLQJZLWK
HPSOR\HHV¶DQGPDQDJHUV¶HPRWLRQDOO\FKDUJHGSUREOHPV 
 
+HUHWKHFOHDQLQJXSPHWDSKRULVDOVRH[WHQGHGWRWKHµGLUW\ZRUN¶RISHRSOH
management activities involving emotional labour around difficult sickness absence 
cases. One participant suggests: 
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T1 $ORWRIWKHPDQDJHUVDUHPHQ\RX¶UHJRLQJRXWWRDZRPDQDQGVKH¶VKDG
DK\VWHUHFWRP\RUZKDWHYHULW¶VDZNZDUG\RXNQRZLW¶VGLIILFXOWLVQ¶WLW" 
 
Sue Mm. 
 
T1 2UVRPHERG\ZLWKFDQFHUWKH\MXVWGRQ¶WIHHOOLNHWhey can deal with it.  
And I suppose sometimes somebody from Human Resources, one, you do 
LWDORWEXW,VXSSRVHWKHQ\RXKDYHQ¶WEHHQVLWWLQJZLWKWKDWSHUVRQGD\E\
GD\\HDUXSRQ\HDU\RX¶UHDOLWWOHELWUHPRYHGVRWRJRDQGSHUKDSVEH
saying some of WKHWKLQJVWKDWDUHQ¶WWKHQLFHVWWKLQJVWRVD\LWPLJKWEH
EHWWHUFRPLQJIURPVRPHERG\WKDWKDVQ¶WVDWZLWKWKLVSHUVRQGD\LQGD\
out. 
+HUHVKHDSSDUHQWO\MXVWLILHVWKHLQYROYHPHQWRI+5HPSOR\HHVLQDPRUHµKDQGV-RQ¶
way sanitising the work of line manaJHUVE\WDNLQJRQWKHµGLUW\ZRUN¶RIFDQFHUDQG
hysterectomies, removing the need for emotional labour from the line manager, and 
DEVRUELQJWKHµWR[LQV¶RIWKHGLIILFXOWHPSOR\HHVFHQDULR,IZHDFFHSW7RZQOH\¶V
(1994) claim, such work will always be degraded, and offers little legitimacy to those 
undertaking it. It may serve line managers well to jettison such activities in the 
SXUVXLWRIWKHPRUHµPDVFXOLQH¶µKDUG¶DFWLYLWLHVRXWOLQHGDERYHZKLFKDUHJRDODQG
output oriented. The discursive construction of this work may fail to capture the 
FKDOOHQJHHQWDLOHGLQZRPHQ¶VµVRIW¶ZRUN 
An alternative construction of HR work and the relationship-servicing role it 
XQGHUWDNHVZDVDUWLFXODWHGWKURXJKWKHLGHQWLW\RIWKHµQDQQ\¶DQGWKHQH[WVHFWLRQ
considers extracts which featured such talk. 
7µ7KHUHWKHUH¶1DQQ\¶VKHUH 
Of all repertoires or metaphors used to capture the role of the HR function in relation 
WROLQHPDQDJHUVWKHPHWDSKRURIµhand-KROGLQJ¶ was the most commonly used 
across all the interviews. This metaphor suggests a very involved but secondary role 
for HR in support of a dependent, fearful, unskilled or immature management body. 
Consider also these extracts from the interview with S5: 
S5 7KHZRUVWWKLQJLVVD\LQJWRWKHPµ,I\RXFDQQRWMXVWLI\ZK\\RX¶UHGRLQJ
ZKDW\RX¶UHGRLQJWKHQ\RX¶UHRQ\RXURZQ¶ 
199 
Sue Kinsey-HR identity in local government 
................................................ 
S5 Sometimes you just think I just want to bang their heads together and 
tell them to shut up. Sometimes you bring parties together and you say 
µ2ND\ZK\GLG\RXGRWKDW"¶%ULQJWKHWZRSDUWLHVWRJHWKHUZHVHHWKH
one party by themselves and then the other party, so then you get the 
WZRSDUWLHVDQG\RXVD\µ:K\GLG\RXVD\WKLVWRKLP"¶6RLW¶VDERXW
bringing two kids together, not adults. And these are head teachers. 
Similarly, K1 talks of errant managers whose behaviour apparently falls short of 
DFFHSWDEOHVWDQGDUGVEXWXVHVDIRUPRIµSDUHQW-FKLOG¶ODQJXDJHWRDUWLFXODWHKHU
view: 
K1 %DGEHKDYLRXUKDVQRWRQO\EHHQWROHUDWHGLW¶VEHHQHQcouraged in this 
directorate and we have to monitor it and get them to behave properly. 
,QHDFKRIWKHVHH[WUDFWVOHJLWLPDF\WXUQVRQWKHµILUPKDQG¶RIWKRVHLQWKH+5
IXQFWLRQUHVROYLQJFKLOGLVKGLVSXWHVDQGGLVFLSOLQLQJPLVFUHDQWV7KHµDGXOW¶+5
professional is presented as indispensable in bringing order and harmony through 
GHILQLQJDQGGHPDQGLQJµSURSHU¶EHKDYLRXU<HWDJDLQWKHDFWLYLW\EHLQJDUWLFXODWHG
might be considered emotional labour as the HR (female) workers articulate their 
role in terms of emotion, of diffusing highly-charged scenarios, and of absorbing 
stress generated by and through line management. There is within this repertoire the 
SRVVLELOLW\RIDµQDQQ\LQJ¶UROHOHJLWLPL]LQJDPRUHSRZHUIXOLGHQWLW\IRUWKRVHLQ+5
this involves those in the function telling scary stories to the line manager in order to 
elicit compliant behaviour, especially around the adverse consequences of 
PDQDJHULDOµEDGEHKDYLRXU¶ 
D1:  «ZKHUH µ,I\RXZDQWWRGR WKDW WKDW¶V ILQHEXW WKLVSHUVRQKHUHGLG WKat 
DQGWKDWKDSSHQHGDQGWKH\ZHQWWR(7DQG\RXZRXOGQ¶WZDQWWREHWKHP
«¶<RX¶YHMXVWJRWWRJLYHWKHPDIHZOLWWOHVFDU\VWRULHVDQGWKH\FDQVHH
\RXUSRLQW\RXNQRZµ,I\RXZDQWWRVWDQGLQWKDWGDUNKROHZLWKKRUULEOH«
6RZHZLOOKHOS\RXEXWZH¶UHQRWJRLQJWRGRLWOLNHWKLV¶6FDUHWKHPWR
death, it always works. 
The nanny here can be relied upon to come to the rescue, to keep the nastiness of 
the potential employment tribunal at bay, to provide a solution, her VROXWLRQµ:H¶UH
not going to GRLWOLNHWKLV¶), to resolve difficult issues and disputes. Thus the HR 
worker is indispensable to line management. 
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$OWHUQDWLYHO\µQDQQ\LQJ¶PD\EHDUWLFXODWHGDVPRUHQXUWXULQJDVXSSRUWLQJUROH
although represented as a potentially unhealthy symbiosis:  
P1:  But at my level, I suppose to one degree I am still a bit of a spoon-
IHHGHUEHFDXVH,FDQ¶WJHWRXWRIWKHKDELWDQG,GRQ¶WWKLQNWKHSHRSOH
that I work with can. 
$JDLQWKLVµSDPSHULQJ¶GLVFRXUVHFRQMXUHVDVHQVHRIFR-dependency, potentially a 
powerfully legitimising discursive resource for the HR function, however unhealthy.  
7KHµGRPHVWLF¶DQGµQDQQ\LQJ¶GLVFRXUVHVXVHGWRDUWLFXODWHWKHGDLO\DFWLYLWLHVRIWKH
+5IXQFWLRQLOOXVWUDWHWKHH[WHQWWRZKLFKWKLVNLQGRIµKDQGV-RQ¶SHRSOHPDQDJHPHQt 
and support work has been degraded. It is far removed from the grand strategic 
discourses of added value and bottom-line contribution, and, reflecting the kinds of 
gendered domestic and relationship roles in which women might be cast outside of 
the organizationDOFRQWH[WLVORZYDOXHORZOHYHODQGGHVLJQHGSULPDULO\WRµSURSXS¶
line managers, absorbing the worst aspects of people management to which they 
might be exposed µ\RXFDQ¶WH[SHFWWKHPWRKDYHWRGHDOZLWKFDQFHU¶). Legitimacy 
for HR workers is established, but it is a very impoverished form of legitimacy which 
offers little status. 
A similarly degraded set of gendered repertoires which featured in the talk of 
interviewees involved the construction of sexualised roles and identities for those 
working in HR. These are considered next in the final section of this analysis. 
7.3.4 Pussies, pimps and prostitution: Sexualised talk  
Numerous participants drew on repertoires which appear to be highly sexualised, 
particularly given the gendered nature of the HR workforce, and in the context of the 
power dynamic between those in the function and line management, as previously 
articulated. Interestingly, the discursively constructed sexualised identity is not new 
to characterisations of the HR function. In his 1992 typology, Storey represented the 
ORZLQIOXHQFHDGPLQLVWUDWLYH+5IXQFWLRQDVµKDQGPDLGHQ¶DELEOLFDOWHUPIRUD
female domestic servant often used euphemistically to describe a concubine or sex-
VODYH1NRPRDQG(QVOH\WDONRI+50¶VµFRXUWVKLS¶RIVWUDWHJLFPDQDJHPHQW
$QG:DWVRQFLWHV'U\EUXJK¶VYLVLRQRIWKHSRZHUOHVVDQGSDVVLYH
µSHUVRQQHOPDQ¶VLFDVDµHXQXFK¶S 
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In this research the HR worker is variously characterised by participants as the 
passive recipient of managerial sexual attentions; as sexually manipulative or 
promiscuous; or as a sex worker. Even male HR workers are characterised through 
VH[XDOLVHGLGHQWLWLHVRIµSLPS¶RUµSXVV\¶7KHIROORZLQJH[WUDFWVUHSUHVHQWH[DPSOHV
of these repertories. 
 
The repHUWRLUHRIµSDVVLYHUHFLSLHQW¶FRQMXULQJDJUDSKLFHYRFDWLRQRIDVH[DFWDQG
XVHGWRFDSWXUHWKHFRPSOLDQW+5IXQFWLRQLVUHPLQLVFHQWRIWKHµKDQGPDLGHQ¶
metaphor: 
 D3: :H¶UHFRQVLGHUHGVRPHWKLQJRIDJRRGSHUVRQQHOGHSDUWPHQWDOWKRXJK
  I suspect that¶VEHFDXVHZHUROORYHUDQGWDNHLW 
This extract illustrates how establishing an identity as a passive function which 
accedes to all line management requests will bring rewards; here the reward is 
managerial approval and a good reputation. It is interesting that the passive 
RULHQWDWLRQLVHTXDWHGZLWKDµJRRG¶LGHQWLW\IRUWKHIXQFWLRQ7KHPHVVDJHLVFOHDU
µGRDV\RXDUHWROGWRNHHSXVKDSS\DQG\RXZLOOEHDFFHSWHGWROHUDWHG¶7KH
submissive, complicit HR function conjured here clearly questions any notion of 
functional autonomy and independent professionalism.  
 
Others drew on a more manipulative or promiscuous sexualised identity for HR 
workers: talking of two senior female HR officers, the following speaker captures 
their behaviour in relation to line managers:  
 P1:  7KH\¶UHYHU\VKUHZGWKH\OHDYHPDQDJHUVIHHOLQJOLNHWKH\¶YHJLYHQ
 WKHPH[DFWO\ZKDWWKH\ZDQWHGWKH\¶YHVDWLVILHGWKHLUQHHGV 
Of course, whilst this might suggest a much more powerful role and identity for those 
described here, the sexualised performance required to create managerial 
satisfaction nevertheless suggests an identity that remains in thrall to line 
management. Again, the goal is keeping line management happy in order to be 
legitimate. The following speaker articulates a VLPLODUGLVFRXUVHRIµZRUNLQJ¶WKHOLQH
manager relationship drawing on promiscuity as a metaphor, evidently not an 
endeavour without risk: 
B1 You can usually bring managers round if you work hard enough to let them 
think...you have to put yourself about EXWVRPHWLPHVWKHUH¶VWKHGDQJHURI
giving them too much, going too far 
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The metaphors used in this extract clearly suggest sexual activity: µSXWWLQJRQHVHOI
DERXW¶µJLYLQJWRRPXFK¶DQGµJRLQJWRRIDU¶ in the pursuit of managerial acceptance 
or approval. In the most extreme case the HR practitioner is cast as sex worker in 
SXUVXLWRIWKHµZDJHV¶RIRUJDQL]DWLRQDOUHVRXUFHVDQGOHJLWLPDF\RURIFRQWLQXHG
trade : 
L2 So we have the usual beauty pageant to show off which (HR) department 
has bent over backwards most, and surprise surprise, they (one particular 
HR team) always end up with extra resources from their directorate pot. It 
leaves a bit of a bad taste in the mouth as it feels like payment for services 
rendered, if you know what I mean. 
------------------------ 
ES: We still have to keep pleasing people to keep them coming back (traded 
service) 
 
The oblique references here are to a prostitution role for HR workers: line managers 
are the clients, and providing a good service that keeps customers satisfied will 
HQVXUHDFFHVVWRUHVRXUFHVDQGIXWXUHWUDGHOHJLWLPDF\7KLVUROHRIµVHUYLFLQJ¶
PDQDJHUVLVH[WHQGHGWKURXJKµSLPSLQJ¶WDON2QHVHQLRUPDOH+5PDQDJHUNHHQWR
seek line manager approval for an HR initiative, addressed an all-female group of 
more junior HR officers thus: 
 J2 : You need to go back to your directorates and chat up your managers, 
 get them to come round to our way of thinking 
The success of the HR-led initiative is dependent on the promiscuous, wanton 
behaviour of the female HR workers. More graphically, another senior male HR 
PDQDJHUWDONHGRIµputting ourselves about¶WRUDLVHWKH+5IXQFWLRQSURILOHWKH
(women) HR workers solicit in pursuit of functional legitimacy or approval.  
Finally, one of the most graphic sexualised metaphors articulated during the 
interviews was used by one of the few male participants, who suggested that the 
function has been stigmatised by a particular identity of femininity and weakness:  
L1:  7KHUH¶VDELWRIDYLHZWKDWLWVZKHUH\RXJRWRKLGHLI\RX FDQ¶WKDFNLW
LQWKHUHDOZRUOG\RXNQRZSHUVRQQHO¶VIRUSXVVLHVVRUWRIWKLQJ 
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7KHWHUPµSXVV\¶EHDUVQRWRQO\DVH[XDOLVHGFRQQRWDWLRQJLYHQLWVVODQJXVHWRUHIHU
to female genitalia or to the act of intercourse itself, but has also been adopted as a 
pejorative label for timid or weak men who fail to perform their masculinity in a 
socially desirable way. However we choose to read this statement, it suggests an 
inferior, gendered identity associated with the personnel function. Interestingly, the 
term µSHUVRQQHO¶LVXVHGUDWKHUWKDQµ+5¶SHUKDSVXQFRQVFLRXVO\IRUWKHVDNHRI
alliteration, or deliberately to contrast the inferior nature of the function with the more 
PDFKRµWKUXVW¶DQGµGULYH¶DVVRFLDWHGZLWKµVWUDWHJLF+50¶ 
7.4 Summary 
An important consideration here is what work is being done through the deployment 
of these gendered and sexualised discourses. There may not be one simple 
explanation, and it is interesting to consider the effect of choosing to deploy each of 
these gendered and sexualised discourses: each may offer its own route to 
legitimacy, or may offer to the speaker a justification of why legitimacy and status 
KDYHQRWEHHQDFKLHYHG:KLOVWµJRRGJLUOV¶µZLYHV¶DQGµGRPHVWLFV¶PD\EH
considered subservient and thereby powerless but SDODWDEOHWKHµQDQQ\¶GLVFRXUVH
might suggest more power for the HR function: as the rescuer, the comforter, the 
problem solver. There is a suggestion of co-dependency and co-construction implicit 
in most of them, and one speaker even referred directly to legitimacy resulting from 
OLQHPDQDJHUGHSHQGHQF\FUHDWHGWKURXJK+5¶VµGRPHVWLF¶UROHLQWHUHVWLQJO\WKLVLV
the same speaker who suggested that HR can never be strategic because it is µWRR
EXV\ZLWKWUDQVDFWLRQDODQGRSHUDWLRQDOLVVXHV¶.  
Similarly the sexualised discourses of passivity and availability may be contrasted 
ZLWKWKHRVWHQVLEO\PRUHPDQLSXODWLYHRUSRZHUIXOµFRTXHWWLVK¶RUµGRPLQDWUL[¶
repertoires. However, given the inherently relational and dependent dimension of all 
of the roles, i.e. HR in relation to line management, any power or status conferred 
might be considered already compromised. All of these discourses suggest that 
legitimacy is achieved only through line manager approval of HR behaviour, and that 
those working in the function may be constrained by adopting any of these discursive 
LGHQWLWLHV7KHWDONRIVRPHSDUWLFLSDQWVVXJJHVWHGDµIDOVHFRQVFLRXVQHVV¶DURXQG
these roles: a belief that whilst some might act as constraining forces in the pursuit of 
legitimacy and power (good girl; wife; domestic), others might offer genuine status 
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and influence (nanny, sex worker). N2, for example, talking of a senior female HR 
manager deemed to be successful by a number of participants suggested: 
 N2  S is amazing; she has them (line managers) eating out of the palm of 
  KHUKDQG7KH\WKLQNWKH\¶YHFRPHXSZLWKWKHLGHDVWKHPVHOYHVEXW
  RQO\EHFDXVHVKH¶VZRUNHGVRKDUGWRJHWWKHPWRWKLQNWKDWZD\$QG
  DVNPHZKLFK'LUHFWRUDWH¶VSHUVRQQHOWHDPKDVWKHEHVWUHVRXUFHV" 
 Sue Mm..? 
 N2  Hers, of course. 
µ6¶IRUH[DPSOHDVHQLRUIHPDOH+5PDQDJHULVSUHVHQWHGSRVLWLYHO\DVVKUHZGDQG
effective and as possessing the power to manipulate line managers µVKHKDVWKHP
OLQHPDQDJHUVHDWLQJRXWRIWKHSDOPRIKHUKDQG¶ . However, the resources she 
has secured as a result, the control she has achieved, are conceived as being 
through her efforts at subtle persuasion through coaxing rather than through 
GHSOR\LQJXQLTXHH[SHUW+5NQRZOHGJHRUVNLOO2QHRI6¶V+5PDQDJHPHQWSHHUV
REVHUYHGµRIIWKHUHFRUG¶WKDWWKHUHVRXUFHVVKHKDGDFKLHYHGKDGEHHQVHFXUHG
WKURXJKµcorporate whoring¶ 
7KHLPSOLFDWLRQKHUHLVWKDW+5¶VFRQWULEXWLRQGRHVQRWVWDQGRQLWVRZQPHULWV
Professional identity turns on cultivating a positive relationship with line management 
masters. Legitimacy, credibility, status, are always presented as entirely contingent 
on line manager approval, and depend on a particular performance from HR 
incumbents, and alterity implicit in all of the gendered and sexualised repertoires 
(wife of; nanny for; sexual services to). The capacity for HR to garner power relies on 
the ability of those in the function to play the appropriate (often gendered) role vis-a-
vis managers, adopting the appropriate discursive position in order to elicit the 
endorsement or sanction of line management.  
Evidently the subjectivities constructed within the discourses outlined here tend to 
position those who speak them in a particular way: predominantly as subservient, 
secondary, always dependent, rarely possessing power, and where that power is 
discursively wrested, it is a compromised, negatively symbiotic form of power 
DFFRPSOLVKHGIRUH[DPSOHWKURXJKVFDUHVWRULHVµZKRULQJ¶DQGVH[XDOSDVVLYLW\
Through their use of these discourses, speakers may be accused of µSOD\LQJDORQJ¶
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RUµEX\LQJLQ¶DQGWKXVRIFROOXGLQJLQZKDWLVSRWHQWLDOO\ de-legitimising talk, and of 
reproducing and reinforcing gendered subjectivities. Thomas and Davies (2002a) 
suggest that while not being determined, the self is regulated, and that gendered 
subjectivities constitute one of the sources of identity regulation we may encounter 
as organizational members. Even if we accept that we are (at least in some degree) 
constrained actors (Talbot, 2010), compelled performers (Butler, 1990; 1997), 
defined and delimited by discourse, nevertheless as agential selves we have some 
capacity for discursive resistance. This was only minimally in evidence, and then 
only in the form of a self-FRQVFLRXVµZRUNLQJ¶RIWKHJHQGHUHGDQGVH[XDOLVHG
discourses in alternative whilst reinforcing ways to the advantage of the speakers. 
Interestingly, the three roles represented here of emotionally labouring wife, 
GRPHVWLFODERXUHUQDQQ\DQGVH[ZRUNHUPLJKWEHFRQVLGHUHGDNLQGRIµWULSOHVKLIW¶
work repertoire similar to that expressed by Duncombe and Marsden (1995) to 
DFFRXQWIRUWKHJHQGHUHGQDWXUHRIZRPHQ¶VIDPLO\KRXVHKROGUROH 
 
We might conclude that the identity work in evidence here may be considered 
somewhat negative: the gendered and sexualised discourses appear largely 
unresisted. Speakers appear to reproduce without challenge the very identities which 
subjugate, denigrate and demean them both as women but particularly as aspiring 
µSURIHVVLRQDOV¶,QHYLWDEO\ZHPLJKWTXHVWLRQZK\VSHDNHUVPLJKWVHHNWRUHSURGXFe 
GLVFRXUVHVDURXQGWKHLUµSURIHVVLRQDOLGHQWLW\¶ZKLFKGRZQJUDGHPDUJLQDOL]HDQG
exploit them (Bolton and Muzio, 2008). Perhaps the speakers have learned that the 
legitimacy which follows from deploying such identity resources, however 
compromised, may represent the only or optimum route to legitimacy, faced with the 
potentially futile alternative of articulating discourses which challenge the power of 
muscular, hegemonic, gendered Discursive forces at large within organizations and 
beyond. 
The preceding three chapters have offered an analysis of participant interviews 
WKURXJKWKHIUDPHZRUNRIWKUHHNH\µWKHPHV¶GLVFRXUVHVRI+50GLVFRXUVHVRI
public sector, and gendered and sexualised discourses. The next chapter discusses 
WKHVHµILQGLQJV¶LQWKHFRQWH[t of the relevant literature and of the research questions 
posed at the outset of this thesis. 
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8. Discussion 
8.1 Introduction 
The main theme of this research is a consideration of the role and identity of HR 
practitioners in English local government, with a particular focus on how speakers 
endeavour to author for themselves a secure and plausible organizational identity. 
The purpose of this discussion chapter is to draw together findings from the analysis 
of discourses outlined in the three previous chapters. I am informed by a 
constructionist perspective on identity, which is that it is fluid, fragmented, multiple 
and emergent (Pullen and Simpson, 2009), and that conflicts and contradictions will 
HPHUJHDVLQGLYLGXDOVµFUDIW¶DZRUNDEOHLGHQWLW\VLWXDWHGLn their social context 
(Kondo, 1990; Devine et al, 2011). Dominant discourses will create enticing positions 
which speakers might take up in the pursuit of legitimacy, or which they may resist, 
refute, and rewrite as they author identities which seek to challenge hegemonic 
understandings of the organizational context (Davies and Thomas, 2002; Kornberger 
and Brown, 2007; Clarke et al, 2009). It is through an examination of the ambiguities, 
antagonisms and tensions which emerge in talk, and of the ways in which 
PDLQVWUHDPGLVFRXUVHVDUHGHSOR\HGDQGUHVLVWHGWKDWRQHPLJKWREVHUYHWKHµGRLQJ
RILGHQWLW\¶WKHDFWRILGHQWLW\ZRUNLQSURFHVV,WLVWKHVHDPELJXLWLHVDQWDJRQLVPV
and tensions which form the cornerstone of this discussion chapter.  
I deploy certaLQWHUPVZLWKVRPHFDXWLRQSDUWLFXODUO\µVLJQLILFDQFH¶DQG¶ILQGLQJV¶
Researching and writing from a constructionist perspective creates a difficulty for the 
UHVHDUFKHUZKRULVNVµHVVHQWLDOLVLQJ¶RUPDNLQJµWUXWKFODLPV¶IURPZKDWKDVEHHQ
constructed thURXJKWKHUHVHDUFKSURFHVV,XVHWHUPVVXFKDVµILQGLQJV¶DVDQ
understood  heuristic from within current research conventions, but with the caveat 
that they are themselves a construction and therefore open to multiple interpretations 
and understandings. 
The findings of this research as outlined in the three preceding chapters identified 
how multiple discourses relating both to HRM and to public sector identities 
populated speaker talk, and this discussion will consider the significance of these 
findings with reference to the relevant bodies of literature. What became evident 
through the analysis was that the issue of securing legitimacy lies at the heart of the 
discursive efforts of HR speakers articulating their identity. By way of an introduction 
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to this chapter therefore, and in order to set the context for discussing the key 
findings of this research, the concept of legitimacy is discussed, particularly in 
relation to the establishment of the HR function as a profession and as a credible 
organizational entity. In addition to HRM and public sector repertoires, I will 
consider the importance of a third discursive theme which emerged from the analysis 
and which plays a key role in the constitution of the identity of the HR practitioner 
and HR function: that of gender. It is evident from this research that gendered 
discourses serve to moderate, mitigate and militate against the successful 
deployment of numerous other potentially legitimising discourses. Despite its 
relevance for the identity work of the HR practitioner and the HR function, this 
important issue has rarely been considered in either academic or practitioner 
quarters. It is discussed at length at the end of the chapter.  
The structure of this chapter is therefore as follows: the question of the legitimacy (or 
lack thereof) of the HR function is explored, particularly with reference to the 
professional status of the function. This is followed by a consideration of discursive 
legitimacy, and of the apparently antagonistic legitimising discourses deployed by 
the participants in this study. The discussion then considers how legitimising 
GLVFRXUVHVDUHµFUDIWHG¶DQGLQWHUZRYHQE\VSHDNHUVZLWKDQHYDOXDWLRQRIKRZVXFK
GLVFXUVLYHµPHOGLQJ¶PLJKWFRQVWLWXWHLGHQWLW\ZRUNIRUWKH+5SUDFWLWLRQHUDQG
profession. Finally the relevance of gender and gendered and sexualised 
subjectivities for the status and legitimacy of the individual HR practitioner and of the 
HR function as a whole is discussed.  
8.2 Legitimising HR? 
As indicated above, there was a clear inGLFDWLRQIURPSDUWLFLSDQWV¶WDONWKDWWKH
pursuit of status, credibility and legitimacy remains an ongoing project for the HR 
practitioner and for the HR function in local government. This is borne out by the 
literature, and Ainsworth and Hall (2006) for example suggest that as a field of 
VFKRODUVKLSDQGSUDFWLFH+50µDSSHDUVWREHDOPRVWFRQVWDQWO\LQDVWDWHRIFULVLV
WHQVLRQDQGDQ[LHW\¶S,WLVWKHUHIRUHDSSURSULDWHWRFRQVLGHUKRZDQGZK\WKH
identity of the function has failed to secure a firm footing, in order to understand the 
context for the identity work evidently taking place. 
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8+5¶V,GHQWLW\&ULVLVWKH2QJRLQJ4XHVWIRU/HJLWLPDF\ 
Perhaps the key question which arises from this research is the source of the 
µLGHQWLW\FULVLV¶IRUthe HR function which is necessitating the identity work so much 
called for in both academic and practitioner quarters. An important consideration is 
whether the HR function will ever achieve legitimacy, whatever discursive resources 
those working within it choose to draw upon. It is almost 60 years since Drucker 
VXJJHVWHGWKDWµSHUVRQQHODGPLQLVWUDWRUV¶IRUHUXQQHUVRIWKH+5IXQFWLRQZHUH
engaged in the constant pursuit of a gimmick to achieve status and demonstrate 
their contribution to organizations (1954). Despite the claims by many in the HR 
literature that the function has now firmly established itself both in terms of status 
DQGRIFRQWULEXWLRQSDUWLFXODUO\WRµERWWRPOLQH¶SURILWDELOLW\HJ$UPVWURQJ
Shipton and Davis, 2008), much of the practitioner-orientated literature so beloved of 
µSURIHVVLRQDO¶organizations reinforces the concept of a function still struggling to 
achieve legitimacy, particularly in the eyes of line management.   
What is the evidence that the function is still seeking to achieve professional and 
organizational legitimacy? There has been a near industry of writers and 
practitioners seeking to distinguish and distance HRM from PM (see for example 
6WRUH\ZLWKFRQVWDQWFDOOVIRU+5WRµUH-LPDJLQH¶UHDOLJQreinvent and 
transform itself. Chief in this respect is the work of Ulrich and associates, whose 
work during the past 15 years has been dedicated predominantly to defining and 
UHGHILQLQJWKHµDSSURSULDWHUROH¶DQGLGHQWLW\IRUWKH+5IXQFWLRQZLWKOLWWOH
consideration of the consequences for those in the function of the identity work 
demanded. This has been accompanied by a continuing quest for cause and effect 
µHYLGHQFH¶WKDW+50µDGGVYDOXH¶WKURXJKFRQWULEXWLQJWRorganizational performance 
(Guest, 1987; Huselid, 1995; Delery and Doty, 1996; Guthrie, 2001; Wright and 
Gardner, 2003; Guest et al, 2004; Boselie et al, 2005; Wall and Wood, 2005; 
Paauwe, 2009; Guest, 2011)  
 
&ORVHO\DOOLHGWRWKLVWKHEDVLVIRU+5¶VµSURIHVVLRQDO¶LGHQWLW\LVFRQWLQXRXVO\XQder 
UHYLHZZLWKQHZµSURIHVVLRQDO¶VWDQGDUGVUHJXODUO\UH-written and revised by 
SURIHVVLRQDOERGLHVVXFKDVWKH&,3'VHHIRUH[DPSOHWKH&,3'µ+53URIHVVLRQ
PDS¶6XFKQRUPDWLYHSUHVFULSWLRQVIRUWKHUROHDQGLGHQWLW\RIWKHIXQFWLRQ
have entailed a call to those in the function to articulate the discourses of 
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PDQDJHPHQWDQGVWUDWHJ\RURIRWKHUµSURIHVVLRQDO¶JURXSVWKURXJKIRUH[DPSOH
WKHDSSURSULDWLRQRIHQJLQHHULQJORJLVWLFVDQGPDUNHWLQJµWRROV¶%RXGUHDX
Such calls serve to undeUPLQHWKHOHJLWLPDF\RIZKDWPLJKWEHFRQVLGHUHG+50¶V
RZQWUDGLWLRQ+5KDVEHHQH[KRUWHGWRGLVWDQFHLWVHOIIURPWKHµSHGHVWULDQ¶FRQFHUQV
of day-to-day line management support, operations and administration, and HR 
functional expertise, in favour of artLFXODWLQJWKHµYDOXH¶RIWKHIXQFWLRQWKURXJK+50
µPHWULFV¶7RRWHOOHWDODQGGUDZLQJRQWHUPVERUURZHGIURPWKHDFFRXQWDQF\
SURIHVVLRQRIµ52,¶µDGGHGYDOXH¶DQGµERWWRPOLQHFRQWULEXWLRQ¶8OULFKDQG
Smallwood, 2005; see Pfeffer, 1997 for a discussion of the dangers of this trend). 
7KHPHVVDJHLVFOHDURQO\LI+5¶VUROHDQGDFWLYLWLHVFDQEHDUWLFXODWHGWKURXJK
accountancy or other logic will it shake off its marginalised, peripheral status. 
Legitimacy and value for the function will not be coQIHUUHGRQ+5¶VRZQWHUPV2  
 
7KLVSKHQRPHQRQLVUHPLQLVFHQWRI/HJJH¶VFRQIRUPLVWLQQRYDWRUUROHWKH
+5SUDFWLWLRQHUµWDONVWKHODQJXDJHRIWKHEXVLQHVV¶DSKUDVHUHSHDWHGQXPHURXV
WLPHVLQWKH&,3'¶VODWHVWµSURIHVVLRQDOVWDQGDUGV¶DVDGHVLUDEle behaviour), defining 
HR SURIHVVLRQDOLVPLQWHUPVRIµacquiring expertise that will enable him (sic) to 
demonstrate a closer relationship between his (sic) activities and organizational 
VXFFHVVFULWHULD¶S. This orientation for the function has certainly dominated the 
OLWHUDWXUHDQGUHPDLQVWKHµKRO\JUDLO¶RIWKHµSURIHVVLRQDO¶+5SUDFWLWLRQHUWR
GHPRQVWUDWHWKDW+5LVDPHDQVWRDµEXVLQHVVHQG¶:DLQ/HJJHFRQWUDVWHG
WKLVUROHZLWKWKHµGHYLDQWLQQRYDWRU¶LGHQWLW\ZKHUHE\WKH+5SUDFWLWLoner might resist 
FDOOVWRµIDOOLQOLQH¶ZLWKGRPLQDQWPDQDJHULDOGLVFRXUVHVWKURXJKµgaining 
acceptance for a different set of criteria for the evaluation of organizational success 
and his (sic) contribution to it (Legge, 1978, p. 85). Whilst a number of voices have 
SURPRWHGWKLVµGHYLDQW¶LGHQWLW\IRUWKHIXQFWLRQQRWDEO\.HHQR\'HOEULGJH
and Keenoy (2010) Janssens and Steyaert (2009), it seems that calls for resistance 
WKURXJKµGHYLDQFH¶KDYHODUJHO\IDOOHQE\WKHZD\VLGHWKXVFRQVLJQLQJWKH HR 
profession to a state of dependence, with approval contingent on managerial 
conferral of  status and resources. Thus the function remains in thrall to line 
                                                          
2
 It is significant to ponder whether  ?ƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŝŽŶĂůŝƐŵ ?ĨŽƌŽƚŚĞƌŽĐĐƵƉĂƚŝŽŶĂůŐƌŽƵƉŝŶŐƐŵŝŐŚƚďĞƉƌĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚŝŶ
terms of talking language OTHER than the vocabulary and rhetoric traditionally associated with the operation 
of that profession. Are engineers, for example, encouraged to use HR talk to legitimise their role and functions? 
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management, and constantly at pains to establish and maintain legitimacy from the 
line. 
 
Additionally, the function is under threat of marginalisation, disempowerment or 
outright abolition in a number of guises. Participants in this research talked of the 
LPSHQGLQJ+5µWUDQVIRUPDWLRQ¶RQWKHOLQHVRIWKHµWKUHH-OHJJHGVWRRO¶PRGHO
associated with the ZRUNRI'DYH8OULFKZKHUHFHQWUDOLVHGVWDQGDUGLVHG+5µVKDUHG
VHUYLFHV¶IHDWXUHVLJQLILFDQWO\6XFKVWDQGDUGLVHGDQGµRIIWKHVKHOI¶+5VHUYLFHV
RIWHQGHOLYHUHGWKURXJKµVHOI-VHUYH¶LQWHUDFWLYHWHFKQRORJ\RUVRIWZDUHVROXWLRQVDUH
recommended to replaFHDGLVSRVDEOHµEDFNRIILFH¶+5DQGVKDUHGVHUYLFH+5
IXQFWLRQVDUHSUHVFULEHGDVµEHVWSUDFWLFH¶LQWKHSXUVXLWRIµHIILFLHQF\¶HJ*HUVKRQ
2004); here the value of what HR have traditionally delivered is reduced to an 
automated service signalling the low worth attributed to any value previously added 
E\WKHLQGLYLGXDO+5SUDFWLWLRQHU+5SUDFWLWLRQHUVNHHQWRHPEUDFHµWUDQVIRUPDWLRQ¶
and to appear pro-change are apparently encouraged to collude in these and other 
strategies for divesting themselves of their traditional role and any claims to 
OHJLWLPDF\ZKLFKPLJKWIROORZIURPLWDVRQHRIWKHLQWHUYLHZHHVKHUHLQGLFDWHGµOLNH
WXUNH\VVLJQLQJXSIRU&KULVWPDV¶ 
 
2QHRIWKHRWKHUUROHVZKLFKIHDWXUHVLQWKHµWKUHH-OHJJHGVWRRO¶PRGHORI+5LVWKDW
oIWKHµEXVLQHVVSDUWQHU¶ZRUNLQJFORVHO\ZLWKOLQHPDQDJHPHQWRIWHQLQWKHGHOLYHU\
RIµVWUDWHJLF¶VROXWLRQVSuccessful acceptance as a profession legally establishes the 
RFFXSDWLRQ¶VDXWRQRP\DQGSURWHFWVLWIURPFRPSHWLWLRQ)UHLGVRQ[YLL:ULJht 
(2008) has identified that this role is increasingly populated with people from non-HR 
EDFNJURXQGVUHQGHULQJWKHRFFXSDWLRQDOERXQGDULHVRIHQWU\WRWKH+5µSURIHVVLRQ¶
porous. This phenomenon creates a form of internal competition, whereby those 
from DµEXVLQHVV¶EDFNJURXQGDUHIDYRXUHGRYHU+5VSHFLDOLVWVZKRPD\SRVVHVV
µ+5¶UDWKHUWKDQEXVLQHVVNQRZOHGJHH[SHULHQFHDQGTXDOLILFDWLRQVVHHDOVR
Kersley et al, 2006). Indeed, in this study, one of the HR directors was due to be 
replaced by a new incumbent from an accountancy background, a move welcomed 
by many in her new team who anticipated greater legitimacy accruing to the function 
as a result.  Similarly the devolution of traditional HR activities to line management 
which has been advocated represents a threat to the function: it is difficult to imagine 
DQRWKHUµSURIHVVLRQ¶VHHNLQJWRµJLYHDZD\¶LWVH[FOXVLYHNQRZOHGJHEDVHVRUHDGLO\
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WKURXJKµGHYROXWLRQ¶RILWVDFWLYLWLHVWROLQHPDQDJHPHQWDIRUPRIH[WHUQDO
competition. Abbott and Wallace (1990) suggested that a particular knowledge base 
and a clearly defined monopoly over a particular area of work constitute the 
KDOOPDUNVRIDµSURIHVVLRQ¶<HWWKHULJKWQHVVRIWKLVVWUDWHJ\RIµGHYROXWLRQWRWKH
OLQH¶LVUDUHO\FKDOOHQJHGLWLVGHHPHGD[LRmatic that line managers rather than the 
HR function should have responsibility for recruitment, selection, appraisal, 
performance management, discipline and a host of other activities traditionally 
associated with the personnel department.  Interestingly, an HR function which 
engages in such activities is denigrated as low status, administrative, operational 
DQGQRWµYDOXH-DGGLQJ¶LQFRQWUDVWWRDIXQFWLRQZKLFKIRFXVHVRQµVWUDWHJLF¶
concerns). Yet such activities in the hands of management are legitimate and 
commendable, as management can be trusted to deliver them with the appropriate 
orientation. Apparently HR cannot be trusted in the same way.  
Similarly, the threat of outsourcing reduces the activities of the function to a 
secondary service: not germane to the activities of the organization, disposable, 
expendable and replicable. Current organizational trends suggest that it is more 
µFRVW-HIIHFWLYH¶WRUHSODFHWKH+5µVHUYLFLQJ¶IXQFWLRQZLWKDQ+5µVHOI-VHUYH¶VRIWZDUH
or intranet service, thereby denigrating the knowledge  or insight which might be 
DGGHGWRWKHµWUDQVDFWLRQDO¶HOHPHQWVRI+5¶VDFWLYLWLHVE\DQH[SHULHQFHGRUTXDOLILHG
+5VSHFLDOLVW1RZRQGHUWKHQWKDWDSURIHVVLRQZKLFKVHHNVWRµGHYROYH¶LWV
WUDGLWLRQDO¶EUHDGDQGEXWWHU¶DFWLYLWLHVWROLQHPDQDJHPHQWZKLFKDOORZVµQRQ-
SURIHVVLRQDOV¶WRMRLQLWVUDQNVLQVHQLRUUROHVDQGZKLFKUHSODFHVWKHVHUYLFHVLW
traditionally offers with an online service  is cast as experiencing a crisis of 
legitimacy. DHVSLWHDWWHPSWVWRµSURIHVVLRQDOLVH¶RFFXSDWLRQDOFORVXUHLVORRNLQJOHVV
rather than more likely for the function, which may explain why HR continues to 
experience trouble in mounting professional legitimacy claims. 
Add to this the particular features of the local authority context, where, in common 
with other public sector environments, the HR function has historically lacked 
credibility, compared with other more powerful groups vying for resources (Corby 
and Higham 1996; Lupton and Shaw 2001; Horton 2003; Truss, 2008 ), and 
particularly ZKHQSLWWHGDJDLQVWWKHUKHWRULFRIYDOXLQJDQGSULRULWLVLQJµIURQWOLQH¶
UHVRXUFLQJDKHDGRIDGHQLJUDWHGµEDFNRIILFH¶ZKLFKLQFOXGHVWKH+5IXQFWLRQ 
(Seifert and Mather, 2010). NPM may present an opportunity for HRM (and HR 
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practitioners) to find an ontological space (Mueller and Carter, 2005) where they 
might finally achieve legitimacy and status, if those who practice it both choose to 
and are able to ally the discourses of public sector reform to the goals and 
orientations of HRM, thereby configuring +50DVµDFRQWUROOLQJDQGGLVFLSOLQLQJ
ODERXUPDQDJHPHQWGHYLFH¶WKDWLVLQWHJUDOWRWKHGHOLYHU\RI the NPM agenda 
(Worrall et al, 2010, p.130). Alternatively, unless HR functions can mobilise 
discourses which enable them to gain and maintain control over ever scarcer 
resources, which they have singularly failed to do in the local authority context, they 
will find themselves further marginalised and peripheral. Indeed, far from benefiting 
from the advent of managerialist discourses associated with the rhetoric of neo-
liberalism which accompanies NPM efforts, the power and status of personnel 
SUDFWLWLRQHUVPLJKWEHGLPLQLVKHGDVDIRFXVRQµFRVWFRQWURO¶UHZULWHVWKH+5
function as an overhead to be reduced or eliminated, (Oswick and Grant, 1996) an 
outcome VLJQDOOHGE\VXFFHVVLYHJRYHUQPHQWµHIILFLHQF\¶LPSHUDWLYHVDQGWKH
Gershon Review of Public Sector Efficiency (2004), in particular. 
 
Thus the position of the HR function in local government and beyond is at best 
precarious, and at worst at serious threat poised on the horns of the dilemma of how 
to marshal legitimacy-garnering discourses from a position of weakness and 
marginalisation.  
 
Having revisited the context of the research, the next section outlines the discursive 
strategies adopted by the participants in this research in pursuit of legitimacy.  
 
8.2.2 How do you want me? Discourse, Identity and Legitimacy 
A discursive perspective on legitimacy suggests a clear link between legitimacy, 
discourse and identity.  Particular discourses can be deployed in an attempt to 
establish legitimate identities, and discursive transformations in organizations which 
IROORZIURPIRUH[DPSOHSROLF\µUHIRUP¶RIIHURSSRUWXQLWLHVIRUFUDIWLQJQHZO\
legitimate identities (Motion and Leitch, 2009) to individuals (and the functions to 
whom they belong) if they are able to successfully mobilise those discourses . 
7KURXJKGUDZLQJRQDSSURSULDWHGLVFRXUVHVµOHJLWLPDF\-DSSUHFLDWLQJLGHQWLWLHV¶PLJKW
be constructed (Brown, 2001). This perspective offers an understanding of how 
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individuals faced with an array of potential discursive choices may need to actively 
identify and select those which offer the greatest promise of legitimacy. 3 
Arguably those working in the local government HR function have faced some simple 
choices in identifying the discursive path to legitimacy: to opt for a managerialist and 
commercialised discourse espousing efficiency and performance outputs, and to 
jettison the discursive trappings of old public administration and personnel 
management. Davies and Thomas (2002) suggest that the public sector has seen a 
reduction in professional autonomy by the imposition of managerial controls, with 
professionals expected to adopt managerial values and to align themselves with 
managerial concerns. It is potentially opportune for the HR function to do so given 
+50¶VFRQFHUQIRUµDGGLQJYDOXH¶RQPDQDJHPHQW¶VWHUPV 
Legitimacy might therefore be garnered through articulating the dominant 
discourses, and thus a newly legitimate reformed, modernised, strategic HRM 
identity might be forged. Yet there was clear evidence of a range of discourses in 
use by participants, which suggests that speakers may make alternative evaluations 
of which discourses will confer legitimacy. Before exploring those alternative 
evaluations, the next section considers how different versions or understandings of 
legitimacy might arise. 
8.2.3 Navigating discursive routes to legitimacy 
There has been a tendency in some literature to consider legitimacy as a self-evident 
phenomenon without considering the processual dimension or the power dynamics 
which mediate the legitimation of particular discourses. Legitimacy may be 
considered as an outcome, the successful attainment of secure status or merit, or as 
a discursive social process which occurs in interaction at the relational level. 
-RKQVRQHWDOGHVFULEHOHJLWLPDF\DVµWKHFRQVWUXDORIDVRFLDOREMHFW(which 
may be an individual group, department or organization) as consistent with cultural 
beliefs, norms and values that are presumed to be shared by others in the local 
                                                          
3
 This perspective suggests that actors have agency in selecting and deploying discourses to 
consciously construct identities which will secure the clearest route to legitimacy. It may fail to 
DFNQRZOHGJHWKHSRZHUUHODWLRQVZKLFKXQGHUSLQDQGDUHXQGHUSLQQHGE\µPXVFXODU¶GLVFRXUVHVZKLFK
achieve dominance (if not complete closure), which function to structure meaning and subjectivity, 
DQGZKHUHE\µVXEMHFWLYLW\LVLWVHOIDQHIIHFWRIGLVFRXUVH¶:HHGRQS6XFKDQH[DPSOHLV
the grand or meta-µ'LVFRXUVH¶RIJHQGHUZKLFKLVH[SORUHGLQPRUHGHWDLOlater in this chapter. 
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VLWXDWLRQDQGSHUKDSVPRUHEURDGO\E\DFWRUVLQDEURDGHUFRPPXQLW\¶SHJ
WKHZLGHURUJDQL]DWLRQWKHµSURIHVVLRQDO¶ERG\VRFLHW\DWODUJH7KHIXQGDPHQWDO
assumption of this perspective is that legitimacy is socially constructed, and that this 
construction will inevitably be processual, and achieved through discourse.  
Considering legitimacy as processual enables a more nuanced appreciation of 
different types of legitimacy and the discursive bases on which they may be founded. 
For example, legitimacy may be considered in terms of pragmatism, based on the 
serving of interests; it may be constructed in terms of morality, based on what is 
QRUPDWLYHO\SURMHFWHGDVµULJKW¶RUYLUWXRXVLWPD\GUDZRQUHJXODWRU\GLVFRXUVHV
through claiming authority and control over a particular context; or it may be 
constructed in terms of cognitive, taken-for-granted notions of validity (Suchman, 
1995; Scott, 1995). 
 For discourses to be legitimacy-conferring, they must therefore already have 
achieved some level of acceptance or status in order to attain dominance or 
desirability, usually drawing on one or more of these discursive foundations. 
Hirschkorn (2006) stresses WKHQHHGIRUµSURIHVVLRQDO¶NQRZOHGJHDQGOHJLWLPDF\
claims to be articulated in a manner which reflects, is consistent with and 
simultaneously constitutes the political, economic, cultural and social context in 
which it is located. This may be through, for example, appealing to pragmatism, i.e. 
what works or what leads to resource allocation; through moral appeal, i.e. what is 
right and ethical; or through cognitive appeal, drawing on consensus from the 
majority, from other, well-established discourses or from societal maxims and norms 
(see Phillips et al, 2004; Suchman, 1995; Deephouse and Suchman, 2008, Johnson 
HWDO)RUVSHDNHUVVHHNLQJWRHVWDEOLVKµOHJLWLPDWH¶VHOYHVWKHGLVFRXUVHVRQ
which they draw in the construction of their identities may similarly promise the 
conferral different types of legitimacy.  
 
In this research, as indicated in the previous analysis chapters, participants drew on 
a range of discourses making varied legitimacy claims, and the following section 
considers both these claims and the identity work done for both individual 
practitioners and for the HR function itself through drawing on each of these 
legitimacy claims. The discursive repertoires deployed are considered as follows: 
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pragmatic legitimacy, regulatory legitimacy, moral legitimacy, and cognitive 
legitimacy. 
µ3UDJPDWLF¶OHJLWLPDF\ 
Firstly, pragmatic legitimacy was claimed y numerous participants through a 
UHIXWDWLRQRIµVWUDWHJLF¶FRQFHUQVZKLFKZHUHGLVPLVVHGDVQRWEHLQJJURXQGHGLQ
reality, or too abstract and academic; or through tempering strategic preoccupations 
through focusing on the solution of difficult day-to-day problems, of fire-fighting, 
hand-KROGLQJDQGµUHVFXLQJ¶OLQHPDQDJHPHQWIURPGLIILFXOWVLWXDWLRQV7KURXJKVXFK
legitimacy claims, speakers are able to author realistic, practical identities, and to 
FODLPERWKµPRUDO¶DQGµDGGHG-YDOXH¶WHUUDLQWKURXJKIRFXVLQJRQWKHGHOLYHU\RI
workable organizational solutions and safe, satisfactory outcomes for all. This 
position is often claimed as a response to line manager incompetence, inability or 
reluctance to deal with emplo\HHVLQDµEXVLQHVVOLNH¶ZD\DQGDVDPHDQVRI
protecting the organization from exposure to the consequences of poor 
management. This constitutes a direct challenge to the notion of the line as 
performance orientated and HR as naive and un-businesslike. The HR practitioner is 
DXWKRUHGDVDFRPSHWHQWSUDFWLFDOVHOIZLWKYDOXDEOHµSURFHGXUDOFUHGHQWLDOV¶QRW
available elsewhere in the organization (and certainly lacking in line management), 
particularly in relation to the handling of employees. The HR function is identified as 
legitimate through providing essential day-to-day support which enables the 
organization to function smoothly through averting trouble or disaster, and through 
enabling management to navigate employee difficulties with the minimum of 
disruption. As a basis for professional legitimacy the work of the function is rewritten 
as providing an invaluable service: problem- and solution- focused, realistic, relevant 
and grounded in day-to-GD\µEXVLQHVV¶LVVXHVUDWKHUWKDQLQWKHYDJDULHVRIµVWUDWHJ\¶
7KLVGLVFRXUVHFOHDUO\UHIXWHVWKHµGHYROXWLRQ¶GHPDQGVDVZHOODVFKDOOHQJLQJWKH
notion that the function can only achieve legitimacy if it concerns itself with strategic 
matters. The denigrated operational role of HR thus becomes the means by which it 
might be valued. 
µ5HJXODWRU\¶OHJLWLPDF\ 
Closely allied to this pragmatic basis for legitimacy claims is the repertoire of 
regulatory legitimacy. This kind of legitimacy terrain was claimed through talk of 
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upholding statutory responsibilities specific to the public sector/local government 
context; ensuring legislative compliance in the management of the employment 
relationship; guaranteeing consultation with stakeholders (employees, trade unions) 
and in the forming and implementation of HR policies; of safeguarding public 
standards of integrity and probity (old speak) or efficiency and cost-effectiveness 
QHZVSHDNLQUHVSHFWWRWKHPDQDJHPHQWRIµWD[SD\HUVPRQH\¶DQGRIDGKHULQJWR
and championing public policy and government initiatives. Through such talk, 
speakers position themselves as neutral, apolitical and objective, working as 
GHWDFKHGµSURIHVVLRQDOV¶FRQFHUQHGRQO\WRVHFXUHUHJXODWRU\DQGSROLF\FRPSOLDQFH
or to uphold the bureaucratic principles of the organization. Thus individual 
practitioners might be seen as detached, professional and trustworthy, whilst the HR 
function might claim an indispensible and significant regulatory authority and role, 
similar to the regulatory and legislative legitimacy conferred on, for example, the 
accountancy function. Professional legitimacy is claimed through independence from 
the day-to-day political and partisan concerns of line management, and through an 
appeal to extra-organizational meta-concerns and principles. 
µ0RUDO¶OHJLWLPDF\ 
Thirdly, moral legitimacy was claimed through articulating a concern for employee 
welfare, balanced judgments, fairness and justice, and for ensuring ethical behaviour 
by managers in their management of the employment relationship, thus closely 
identifying HR practitioners and the HR function with virtue.  Additionally, moral 
legitimacy was articulated through claims to protect and preserve the PSE tradition 
and democracy, and through positioning the HR function as defenders of 
organizational reputation, protecting it from public and media opprobrium. Thus HR 
practitioners are identified as moral and ethical, and work to reconcile the interests of 
multiple and diverse stakeholders rather than narrowly serving the interests of line 
management alone. Their concern is for more edifying, superior and virtuous 
outcomes than mere short-term efficiencies, exhortations to entrepreneurialism or 
the serving of managerial prerogative, and as a minimum they will temper the worst 
organizationDOH[FHVVHVWKURXJKDSSHDOWRVXFKµZRUWKLHU¶ORgics. The HR function is 
positioned as organizational conscience, keeper of ethical standards and defender of 
cultural and ethical norms and traditions, upholding principles by which the public 
VHFWRUVKRXOGRSHUDWHDQGUHVLVWLQJQDUURZPDQDJHULDOLVWµUHIRUPV¶ZKLFKPLJKW
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damage the long-term integrity of the organization. Professional legitimacy is thus 
predicated on independence, a concern for higher principles, on defending the 
ethical terrain whilst retaining an awareness of the traditional and historical 
imperatives which underpin the management of the employment relationship in the 
public sector. 
µ&RJQLWLYH¶OHJLWLPDF\4 
By contrast, the final basis for claiming legitimacy, the cognitive route, was claimed 
WKURXJKUHFRXUVHWRGLVFRXUVHVRIµEXVLQHVV¶strategy and management. This 
included an ability to identify what is rational, right and valid, particularly in terms of 
µUHIRUP¶DQGSHUIRUPDQFHDQGWRGUDZRQUHSHUWRLUHVRIHFRQRP\HIILFLHQF\DQG
HIIHFWLYHQHVVWKHµORJLFDO¶RSWLRQVIRUWKHSXEOLFVHctor. Such talk positioned HR as 
RIIHULQJµVWUDWHJLF¶SUR-change inputs, promises of added-value and a pro-µEXVLQHVV¶
and pro-managerial orientation. Thus close links are forged between HRM and 
performance, contribution and added value, so that the activities of the former might 
become clearly associated with the latter. This included the rewriting of existing HR 
activities and concerns, including day to day operational activity and concerns for 
fairness and ethic as VWUDWHJLF7KXVµDGGHGYDOXH¶LVUH-defined in terms more 
favourable to HR, re-casting marginalised and denigrated HR activities as business 
in order to validate and legitimise such concerns. Not surprisingly, given the 
dominance of this theme in the HRM literature, this form of legitimacy was claimed 
as the current or aspirational HR identity by many speakers, with a self-conscious 
awareness of the need to appropriate this discourse in order for the function to be at 
least palatable to management. Such talk establishes the legitimacy of the HR 
practitioner as strategic, rational, business-minded and managerial, attuned to the 
µUHDOLWLHV¶RIWKHSXEOLFVHFWRUUHIRUPODQGVFDSHUHMHFWLQJWKHQHJDWLYHODEHOVZKLFK
have been attached to them in the past as naive, transactional or administrative. 
Rather than risking organizational marginalisation, the HR function is identified as a 
YDOXHGDQGOHJLWLPDWHSDUWQHULQWKHSXEOLFVHFWRUµUHIRUP¶HQGHDYRXUXQGHUVWDQGLQJ
the necessity and the validity of the change imperative, advocating change, able to 
                                                          
4
 /ƌĞŝƚĞƌĂƚĞŵǇƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐŽĨ ‘ĐŽŐŶŝƚŝǀĞ ?ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂĐǇnot as possessing any inherent sense or rightness, but 
ĂƐĂĚŽŵŝŶĂŶƚ ‘ůŽŐŝĐĂů ?ĐŚŽŝĐĞ ?ŽĨĨĞƌĞĚĂƐƚŚĞ ‘ƌĂƚŝŽŶĂů ?ƌŽƵƚĞƚŚƌŽƵŐŚƚĂŬĞŶĨŽƌŐƌĂŶƚĞĚŵĂǆŝŵƐĂŶĚŶŽƌŵĂƚŝǀĞ
prescriptions 
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lead and contribute to shaping the future success of the organization, and delivering 
results which are desirable to management.  
Professionalism is thus claimed through alignment with managerial goals through 
contribution to organizational performance, and through a pro-change orientation. In 
this respect, professional legitimacy is established by the HR function only when it 
espouses managerial priorities and when what might be considered as its own 
concerns are repackaged as business. 
8µ&UDIWLQJ¶/HJLWimate Selves 
The important question at this juncture is which of these repertoires is most likely to 
confer legitimacy on the function, at what cost and with what potential 
consequences, and why, if there are some which apparently offer a greater 
opportunity for doing so, the HR practitioners in this study nevertheless still chose to 
deploy others.  
In considering how the HR function achieves power and organizational legitimacy, 
Galang and Ferris (1997) suggested that a useful tactic might be to engage in 
impression management through the straightforward espousal of managerial values. 
'LVFRXUVHVRIERWK+50DQG130GHPDQGWKHµFRJQLWLYH¶UHSHUWRLUHZLWKWKHµYDOXH
SURSRVLWLRQ¶H[KRUWHGIRU+5FDVWLQJWKHIXQFWLRQLQDVHFRQGDU\VXSSRUWUROH
focused on supSRUWLQJWKHDFKLHYHPHQWRIRWKHUV¶FKLHIO\PDQDJHUV¶DQGLQYHVWRUV¶
goals (Ulrich and Brockbank, 2005). As early as 1993, Klingner claimed that strategic 
HRM had instituted a change to the traditional role of HR in the public sector (albeit 
in the USA). This shift signalled a move away from the difficult balancing of 
organizational and governmental pressures for efficiency and responsiveness with 
individual rights and social equity, towards a role much more clearly focused on cost 
and accountability5. The suggestion here is that the HR function has sloughed off its 
ROGLGHQWLW\DQGHPHUJHGDVDIXOO\IRUPHGµVWUDWHJLF¶SDUWQHU7KXVZHPLJKWH[SHFW
HR specialists to define their identity by means of the cognitive repertoire: indeed, 
this route to legitimacy might be considered an instrumental and pragmatic one, 
given its dominance as the defining discourse of public sector reform, and the route 
therefore most likely to lead to status and to resource allocation. As the public sector 
                                                          
5
 /ƚŝƐŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐƚŽŶŽƚĞƚŚŝƐŶĂƌƌŽǁĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŝŽŶŽĨ ‘ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐŝĐ,ZD ?ǁŚĞƌĞ cost takes precedence over 
performance or contribution 
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is exhorted to define itself more in terms of managerial and commercial discourses, 
DVRXWOLQHGDERYHWKHµFRJQLWLYH¶URXWHµPDNHVVHQVH¶DVWKHEHVWFKDQFHIRUWKH
function to achieve legitimacy. Some have talked of the inevitability, for example, of 
the strategic identity for HR in the absence of a viable alternative (Jacoby, 2003; 
Rynes, 2004).  
However, as outlined above, this research has identified that HR specialists in local 
government appropriated a range of other repertoires to capture the identity of the 
HR practitioner and function. This is by no means the first study to suggest that the 
µFRJQLWLYH¶OHJLWLPDF\UHSHUWRLUHEDVHGRQVWUDWHJLFPDQDJHULDOLVWEXVLQHVVDQG
reform alignment has not achieved discursive closure in respect of public sector HR 
practitioners. Other writers have suggested for example that the migration away from 
µROG¶SUHRFFXSDWLRQVDVVRFLDWHGZLWKWKHPRGHOHPSOR\HUVWDWXVRIWKHVHFWRUPLJKW
have been somewhat exaggerated given the ongoing concern of HR practitioners for 
worker welfare and ethical practice in the management of the employment 
relationship (e.g. Harris, 2002, 2005, 2007; Harris et al, 2004; Jaconelli and 
Sheffield, 2000; Teo and Crawford, 2005). Yet this is to reinforce a polarised and 
somewhat deterministic view of the role of the HR specialist as EITHER strategically 
and business aligned, OR as concerned exclusively with welfare and ethical practice. 
 
This was not evident in this study. Speakers did not simply adopt one discourse 
(either strategic/pro-reform or welfare-/operations-focused) and then rely on it solely 
as a means of constructing identity. The findings of this research suggest that this 
simple discursive alignment is far from evident, and that the HR practitioners who 
participated here are actively engaged in the discursLYHµFUDIWLQJ¶RIDPRUHµPHOGHG¶
LGHQWLW\3RWHQWLDOO\µDQWDJRQLVWLF¶DQGµLQFRPPHQVXUDEOH¶GLVFRXUVHV&ODUNHHWDO
2009; Iedema et al, 2004) are juxtaposed, interwoven and apparently 
unproblematically crafted into a workable identity. 
Participants did not author entirely consistent or cohesive accounts of their identity, 
and slipped readily between multiple discourses and variable positions to articulate 
their role and orientations. The interesting finding here is not the phenomenon of this 
within-speaker heteroglossia, which has been documented elsewhere: the more 
surprising feature is the extent to which the apparently conflicting and discursively 
dichotomous was talked into a plausible, workable script or narrative by speakers 
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FDXJKWEHWZHHQµROG¶DQG µQHZ¶GLVFXUVLYHUHJLPHV:KLOVWVRPHVSHDNHUVSRVLWLRQHG
themselves firmly within one or another discourse, many more adopted a fluid 
µGLVFRXUVHVSDQQLQJ¶VFULSWZKHUHROGDQGQHZGLVFRXUVHVZHUHWDONHGLQWRDQ
apparently unproblematic co-existence, and speakers slipped comfortably and un-
self -consciously between them. For example, notions of public service and public 
VHFWRUHWKRVZHUHUHDGLO\MX[WDSRVHGDQGLQWHJUDWHGZLWKWDONZLWKRIµUHIRUP¶DQGRI
µWUDQVIRUPDWLRQ¶:KLOVWPXFKRIWKHOLWHUDWXUHRQ the public sector is characterised 
by polarised positions and the mutual exclusivity of OPA and NPM, these discourses 
are blended, merged and reconciled by those working in the environment.  The 
antithetical narratives which abound in the literature of thHµWUDGLWLRQDO¶YHUVXVWKH
µPRGHUQLVHG¶SXEOLFVHFWRURIIHUUDWKHUVLPSOLILHGµSUR¶RUµDQWL¶SRVLWLRQV7KH
discursive enactment of those narratives by the workers in this study, however, 
suggests a far less clear cut taking up of positions which might be adopted than 
WKRVHQDUUDWLYHVVXJJHVW6SHDNHUVERWKSUDLVHGDQGFULWLFLVHGWKHµDQFLHQUHJLPH¶LQ
WKHLUWDONWKH\VLPXOWDQHRXVO\HPEUDFHGDQGUHMHFWHGµWUDQVIRUPDWLRQDO¶FKDQJH
programmes; most interestingly they appropriated and deployed elements of 
antagonistic discourses. For example, they drew on discursive resources of 
employee welfare and wellbeing associated with TPM, whilst apparently 
FKDPSLRQLQJWDONRIµDGGLQJYDOXHWRWKHERWWRPOLQH¶µDFKLHYLQJDUHWXUQRQWKH
SHRSOHLQYHVWPHQW¶DQGFRQWULEXting proactively to strategic performance, all 
repertoires associated with the rhetoric of HRM.  
 
Interestingly, the findings from this study clearly suggest that a simple distinction 
EHWZHHQµROG¶DQGµQHZ¶GLVFRXUVHVGRHVQRWVXIILFLHQWO\UHSUHVHQWKRZVpeakers talk. 
:KDWPD\KDYHEHHQFRQVLGHUHGµROG¶WDONLVUHZULWWHQUHFRQILJXUHGUHGHSOR\HGDV
QHZ)RUH[DPSOHµROG¶FRQFHUQVIRUWKHEXUHDXFUDWLFSULQFLSOHRIFRQVLVWHQF\ZDV
UHDUWLFXODWHGDVDQHIILFLHQF\PHDVXUHµZHOIDUH¶ZDVUHZULWWHQDVµHWKLFV¶ and 
µHWKLFDO¶DQGµIDLUQHVV¶FRQFHUQVZHUHUHZULWWHQDVDFRQFHUQIRUorganizational ethos 
and employment relationship climate, and thus a conduit to and proxy for 
performance. 
 
What is evident is that on the questions of both people management orientation and 
public sector reform, local government HR specialists are apparently engaging in a 
kind of discursive pragmatism, whereby they align themselves neither to one 
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discursive position nor the alternative extreme as characterised by much of the 
literature, but draw interchangeably on apparently opposing discourses. Additionally, 
they rewrite and rearticulate traditional concerns and practices through the means of 
DSSURSULDWLQJDVSHFWVRIQHZHUGLVFRXUVHVWKXVOHJLWLPLVLQJµROG¶WKURXJKµQHZ¶7KXV
ostensibly antagonistic and irreconcilable discourses are crafted into a workable 
narrative regardless of the potentially conflicting ideological positions which might 
underpin those discourses. 
 
:KLOVWQRWZLVKLQJWRµHVVHQWLDOLVH¶WKHGLVFXUVLYHFKRLFHVRIWKHSDrticipants in this 
study, the next section seeks to explore the nature of the identity work accomplished 
through the practice of drawing on multiple and antagonistic discourses to forge 
µPHOGHG¶LGHQWLWLHV 
 
8.2.5 Identity work: Workable Identities 
Some authors have alluded in a deterministic way to the influence of the changing 
public sector context on the possibilities for identity construction of the HR 
practitioner.  Truss (2008) for example suggests that rather than sweeping away the 
µWUDGLWLRQDO¶+5LGHQWLW\QHZUROHVDQGUHVSRQVLELOLWLHVKDYHEHHQµJUDIWHGRQ¶WR
traditional HR roles and functions as the tensions and ambiguities of the public 
sector context are more complex than those in the private sector.  
 
I prefer to adopt a less essentialist view by suggesting that multiple discourses co-
exist, are melded, rewritten, resisted and crafted into new, workable, pragmatic 
hybrid forms. To assume this position enables the acknowledgement of speaker 
agency, albeit within the limitations of existing discourses. This section aims to 
consider what identity work gets done when speakers choose to deploy particular 
discursive repertoires in articulating the nature of their role as local authority HR 
practitioners. 
 
Crafting Elastic Selves: Straddling the Strategic  
As indicated previously, the cognitive legitimacy or  strategic discourse route holds a 
seductive appeal as a means of furthering the professionalization project of the HR 
function-LQGHHGVRPHZULWHUVKDYHHTXDWHGDµVWUDWHJLF¶LGHQWLW\ZLWKDSURIHssional 
one (e.g. Truss, 2008). However, given the need for those claiming this identity to 
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reconstruct their subjectivities in line with managerial requirements, following such a 
route might suggest that HR has sacrificed any notion of professional independence, 
moral credentials or ethical custodianship on the opportunistic way to managerialist 
legitimacy. This might seem less seductive for a function which has previously 
FRQFHUQHGLWVHOIZLWKµPRGHOHPSOR\HU¶VWDWXV(TXDOO\WKLVURXWHGRHVSRWHQWLDOO\
VSHOOWKHGHPLVHRIWKHµSURIHVVLRQDOSURMHFW¶LIZHFRQVLGHUDXWRQRP\FRQWURORYHU
RQH¶VRZQZRUNDQGRZQHUVKLSRIDSDUWLFXODUERG\RINQRZOHGJHWREHWKHVLQHTXD
non of professional identity (Abbott, 1988). Allegiance to discourses of managerial 
prerogative, of organizational performance, and of efficiency, suggest a function 
ZKLFKLVµLQWKUDOO¶WROLQHPDQDJHPHQWDQGZKLFKPD\RQO\DFWDVDFLSKHUIRUWKH
demands of management, with no independent status or merit. Thus those who 
choose to articulate this repertoire may risk the uncomfortable promise of legitimacy 
at the expense of jettisoning previously cherished identities associated with ensuring 
fairness, consistency and other bureaucratic principles. Whilst speakers retain a 
concern for authoring DPRUDORUHWKLFDOLGHQWLW\DVµLGHDO¶RUµDVSLUDWLRQDO¶VHOYHV±
Wieland, 2010; Thornborrow and Brown, 2009) they may be less keen to 
XQHTXLYRFDOO\HPEUDFHWKLVUHSHUWRLUH7KXVPHOGLQJµHWKLFDO¶WDONZLWKµVWUDWHJLF¶RU
µEXVLQHVV¶WDONPD\HQDEOHVSHDNHrs  to temper the worst excesses of managerialism 
and unitarism, but also to position themselves as embracing both tradition AND 
reform, or to locate themselves as pro-reform but anti-managerialism. Additionally, 
ZKLOVWµROG¶FRQFHUQVDVVRFLDWHGZLWKD36( are retained alongside an engagement 
ZLWKµWUDQVIRUPDWLRQ¶WDONVSHDNHUVDUHDEOHWRHQJDJHWRVRPHGHJUHHLQDGLVFXUVLYH
H[LVWHQWLDOFRQWLQXLW\RIVHOI$OYHVVRQDQG:LOOPRWWUHWDLQLQJYDOXHGµROG¶
LGHQWLWLHVZKLOVWUHLPDJLQLQJDOHJLWLPDWHµSUR-FKDQJH¶RULHQWDWLRQ  
 
Articulating volition: Resisting compliance 
Similarly, speakers have a vested interest in articulating an element of agency: of 
authoring autonomous, agential selves, rather than appearing to be determined and 
defined through dominant discourses, particularly where that discourse marginalises 
the speaker. Thus we find HR speakers resorting to discourses which indicate 
scepticism or mistrust of dominant discourses, or which enable them to claim 
superiority premised on pragmatic, moral or regulatory legitimacy. The appeal to 
alternative discourses marks the speaker as knowledgeable and insightful, 
independent and self-GHWHUPLQLQJKDOOPDUNVRIDµSURIHVVLRQDO¶LGHQWLW\+HJHPRQLF
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formations are thereby resisted, enabling the construction of superior and 
autonomous selves, discursively distanced from identities which construct them as 
secondary, servile or peripheral. Yet for a function which traditionally has no 
independence it is a dangerous strategy to discursively distance itself too far from all 
sources of power and legitimacy conferral and risk further marginalisation, 
SDUWLFXODUO\DWDWLPHZKHQHDV\µHIILFLHQF\VDYLQJV¶DUHEHLQJVRXJKW,WWKHUHIRUH
remains in the interests of the function to construct and identity which emphasize 
how it serves business, organizational, sectoral, public policy or societal interests. 
 
Feeling Their Way or Hedging Bets? 
$µGLVFXUVLYHEULGJLQJ¶RIROGDQGQHZWDONDQGPHOGHGUHSHUWRLUHVPLJKWEH
considered an inevitable and unconscious phenomenon during a period of transition 
ZKHQGLVFXUVLYHUHJLPHVYLHIRUVXSUHPDF\$JDLQVWWKHEDFNGURSRIWKHµGLVFXUVLYH
VKLIWV¶ZKLFKFKDUDFWHULVHWKHSXEOLFVHFWRUFRQWH[WVSHDNHrs who draw on 
antagonistic discourses may be subject to a lack of ontological certainty about the 
µGHVLUHG¶LGHQWLW\RIWKHIXQFWLRQ7KXVWKHSKHQRPHQRQRIµPHOGLQJ¶PD\DUWLFXODWH
the difficulty of transition from old, taken for granted and reified discourses of public 
sector and public sector HR identity (where closure was almost complete) to new, 
constantly shifting, discursive formations which have yet to take hold. The weaving of 
repertoires may signal a process of shifting from one Discourse to another, of 
VSHDNHUVµIHHOLQJWKHLUZD\¶WKURXJKGLVFRXUVHWRDQHZLGHQWLW\ 
Alternatively, Green et al (2011) VXJJHVWWKDWVSHDNHUVPD\EHµVFHSWLFDOO\VWUDWHJLF¶
in their appropriation of particular discourses. Thus a lack of certainty about which 
route will offer greatest legitimacy to the HR function (pragmatic, regulatory, 
cognitive or moUDOPD\OHDGWRVSHDNHUVHQJDJLQJLQDIRUPRIGLVFXUVLYHO\µKHGJHG
EHWV¶µEOHQGHG¶WDONPD\UHSUHVHQWDGHOLEHUDWHFKRLFHRQWKHSDUWRIZRUNHUVZKR
VHHNWRUHWDLQDµIRRWLQERWKRUPDQ\FDPSV¶WRDOLJQWKHPVHOYHVWRPXOWLSOH
potentially legitimising positions, to be simultaneously pro and anti multiple and 
antagonistic discourses as a self-conscious survival strategy.  
 
Naive dupes?  
Finally, a more negative view may cast the disempowered and marginalised HR 
function as permanently liminal and peripheral, continually seeking to be allowed to 
sit at the top table, but simply failing to grasp that the safest route there lies in 
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DOLJQPHQWWRWKHµFRJQLWLYH¶SUR-strategy, pro-reform, pro-business repertoire. Thus 
µPHOGHG¶WDONVLPSO\UHSUHVHQWVDIRUP RIGLVFXUVLYHQDLYHW\RUµOHDUQHG
KHOSOHVVQHVV¶ZKHUHE\VSHDNHUVKDYHQRFRQFHSWWKDWWKHLUGLVFXUVLYHFKRLFHVPD\
further marginalise and disempower them. Simply expressed, HR practitioners do 
QRWNQRZWKDWWKH\PD\EHµZULWWHQRII¶WKURXJKWKHLUODFNRf engagement with 
µDSSURSULDWH¶WDON 
Interestingly, as already indicated, each of these discursive strategies raises 
questions over the agency of HR practitioners in the processes of constructing and 
positioning a legitimate professional and organizational identity for themselves and 
for the HR function. However, just as identity work may be demanded by discursive 
shifts, it may also be constrained by discursive formations where agency is restricted 
by, for example, grand Discourses of gender(ed) identity. The final section of this 
chapter considers how gendered and sexualised subjectivities may constrain the 
identity- constructing endeavours of HR practitioners in their attempts to craft 
legitimate organizationDOVHOYHVDQGDOHJLWLPLVHGµSURIHVVLRQDO¶+5 function.  
8.3 Gendered and Sexualised Identities 
8.3.1 Introduction 
Although not anticipated before undertaking the research, given the prevalence of 
gendered and sexualised discourses deployed by the participants in this research in 
articulating their role (and outlined in the preceding analysis chapter), it is essential 
to consider how these discourses act to position and identify the HR function and its 
members.  Ridgeway (1997, 2001) suggests that gendered processes in 
organizations produce and reproduce gender stereotypes which may modify the 
performance of other identities. The purpose of this final section is therefore to 
consider how stereotyped gendered (and sexualised) discursive formations of HR 
practitioner and HR function identities act in informing, modifying and militating 
against the identity work undertaken by those practitioners.  
 
It should, perhaps, have been evident to me as a researcher that gender might 
feature in the talk of participants given the (continued) unusually high numerical 
representation both of women in the HR function and of female participants in this 
research: 75% of HR managers are female according to WERS 2004 (Kersley et al, 
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DQGRIWKHLQWHUYLHZHHVLQWKLVVWXG\ZHUHZRPHQ<HWWKHµXQNQRZLQJ¶
DQGµDXWRPDWLF¶JHQGHULQJRIWKHIXQFWLRQDQGRIWKHUROHVDQGLGHQWLWLHVRIWKRVH
working in it was invisible to me until I undertook this research and particularly the 
DQDO\VLVRISDUWLFLSDQWV¶WDON7KHSURFHVVXDODQGLQYLVLEOHQDWXUHRIµGRLQJJHQGHU¶
makes it difficult to observe and study (Martin, 2001, p. 590). This is particularly 
significant in terms of justifying a discourse analytic approach: drawing attention to 
RWKHUZLVHXQDFNQRZOHGJHGµUHFRQGLWHDQGDEVWUXVH¶0DUWLQSJHQGHUHG
and gendering processes in organizations. The analysis of representations of micro-
activities of everyday life and the micro-processes of power which reflect socially 
constructed image of maleness and femaleness and specify power relations among 
them (Gherardi and Poggio, 2001, p. 248) can act as starting point for understanding 
both organizational and societal gendered relations (Martin, 2001, p. 593). Thus 
analysis of participant talk reveals how they as organizational actors produce 
interpretations and attribute meanings to gender relationships, and how those 
meanings and interpretations give rise to gendered and sexualised relations and 
interactions. Examining the discursive practices of organizational actors enables an 
insight into the discursive processes which constitute and enact gendered 
subjectivities. It also enables an analysis of how the gender(ed) organizational order 
is reproduced in a way which marginalises HR, and positions its members and the 
function itself as peripheral through gendered and sexualised discourses. 
In the next section of this discussion, I develop more fully my constructionist-
LQIRUPHGXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHµSHUIRUPDQFH¶RIJHQGHUDQGLWVHIIHFWVLQ
organizations. 
 
8.3.2 Organizations as Sites of Gender(ed) Construction and Gender(ed) 
Relations 
A constructionist perspective on gender suggests that we are all continuously 
LQYROYHGLQWKHZRUNRIµGRLQJJHQGHU¶0DUWLQ(KUOLFK6), particularly 
WKURXJKWKHXVHRIGLVFXUVLYHUHVRXUFHVDYDLODEOHWRXV,WLVµVRFLDOO\LQVWLWXWHGDQG 
PDLQWDLQHGQRUPVRILQWHOOLJLELOLW\¶%XWOHUSZKLFKUHJXODWHµJHQGHUHG¶
subjects and define the appropriate linguistic resources by which people might 
constitute and articulate their identity. The social is constructed in and through 
discourse, and it is the discursive social world which gives rise to our gendered 
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subject positions (Ormrod, 1995). Gendered discourses construct positions and set 
up a series of social obligations and expectations (Gherardi, 1996) and individuals 
produce themselves as gendered by habitually engaging in certain discursive 
practices that are linked to contextually determined, cultural understandings of 
gender (Ehrlich, 2006DOWKRXJKWKHµGRLQJRIJHQGHU¶LVURXWLQHSHUYDVLYHDQG
nearly invisible (Martin, 2001, p. 588). This doing of gender extends to the 
organizational context, where gendered identities are constructed and reproduced 
through day-to-day and routine social interaction in organizations. Thus the 
performance of gender is rooted in the process of reciprocal positioning whereby 
gender identities are relationally produced and reproduced (Poggio, 2006), identities 
ZKLFKLQWXUQSURGXFHDQGDUHUHSURGXFHGE\WKHµJHQGHUUHJLPH¶&RQQHOODV
DµUHJLPHRIWUXWK¶)RXFDXOWLQorganizations. 
 
Yet the continual performance and enactment of gender in organizations may be, as 
in society at large, pervasive, routine, taken for granted and unreflexive (Ridgeway, 
1997; Martin, 2006). Pullen and Knights (2007) describe organizations as scenes of 
constraint ZKHUHJHQGHURIWHQSDVVHVXQQRWLFHGµGHQLHGRUGLVDYRZHGSDUWO\
EHFDXVHLWLVµGRQH¶URXWLQHO\DQGUHSHDWHGO\XQNQRZLQJO\DQGZLWKDGHJUHHRI
DXWRPDWLFLW\WKDWFRQFHDOVLWVSUHFDULRXVQHVVDQGSHUIRUPDWLYLW\¶SMen and 
women engage on a continuous basis in acts of categorizing social encounters in 
terms of gender identity (Fournier and Kelemen, 2001).Thus an individual, group or 
function may be knowingly or unknowingly constructed as gendered through 
everyday interactions and discourse with other organizational members, who may 
nevertheless claim and believe that they are acting in gender-free ways (Martin, 
2001). Thus organizational (and societal) discourses construct gendered 
subjectivities and gendered subjects, who accomplish their identity construction 
through the consumption and redeployment of dominant gendered discourses. 
Although resistance and subversion of those discourses may be possible, it may be 
GLIILFXOWWRHQDFWLQWKHFRQWH[WRIRUJDQL]DWLRQDOµKHJHPRQLFPDVFXOLQLW\¶&RQQHOO
1987; 'XH%LOOLQJDQG$OYHVVRQDQGWKHµSDWULDUFKDOSRZHUSDUDGLJP¶ZKLFK
exists in organizational life (Ledwith and Colgan, 1996). 
 
Gender regimes establish taken for granted rules and rituals by which gender is 
µGRQH¶*KHUDUGLDQG3RJJLRDQGZKLch may be instantiated through talk and 
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LQWHUDFWLRQ+HUDFOHRXV+RZHYHUGXHWRWKHµWDNHQIRUJUDQWHG¶QDWXUHRI
those practices, they may only be revealed through subjecting the discursive 
practices of organizational actors to close analysis. The value of undertaking this 
form of scrutiny enables the observation of gendering processes in action: gender 
PD\EHUHYHDOHGDVGLVFXUVLYHO\FRQVWUXFWHGDQGSHUIRUPHGWKURXJKµGLVFLSOLQDU\¶
discourses which regulate speaker talk and limit possibilities for action. This 
phenomenon was clearly identified in this research, which therefore offers a further 
contribution to the body of literature on the discursive and social construction and 
performance of gender. As previously outlined, a range of gendered and sexualised 
discourses were deployed in the construction of HR practitioner identity and the 
identity of the HR function, although rarely in a self-conscious way. These discourses 
ZHUHRYHUZKHOPLQJO\JURXQGHGLQµUHODWLRQDO¶WDONLHLQFRQVWUXFWLQJWKHQDture of 
the relationship between HR and line management, with those in the function 
constructed as serving or servicing line managers in a range of discursive guises. 
The analysis here has therefore drawn attention to the invisibility of gendered and 
sexualised subjectivities which are enacted through everyday interactions with line 
management, and which serve to construct the identity of the HR function. However, 
what is particularly important is the ways in which those gendered subjectivities 
construct the HR function as marginal, peripheral and inferior. There are evidently 
material consequences which arise from these gendered constructions for the HR 
function and for its practitioners (and for organizations too) and these are considered 
in more detail below. 
 
8.3.3 Men at Work:  Valuing Masculinity, Marginalising Femininity 
One of the key issues identified in this study which has already been discussed is 
the pursuit of legitimacy by HR practitioners both for themselves and for the HR 
function, and the range of discursive strategies employed in their endeavours. The 
issue of speaker agency has already been considered, and whilst I would not wish to 
suggest that speakers are entirely passive, powerless and docile, I wish to re-
emphasize the disciplinary powHURIµPXVFXODU¶GLVFRXUVHVZKLFKDFKLHYHGRPLQDQFH
(if not complete closure), and which function hegemonically to structure meaning and 
subjectivity. Gender constitutes one such discourse, whereby subjectivity is an effect 
of discourse (Weedon, 1987, p. 86). As Davies and Thomas (2002) point out, gender 
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identities are robust, and the self is regulated through discourse and disciplinary 
practices which constitute gender differences and gendered subjects. The 
functioning of gender discourse in defining and dHOLPLWLQJPHQDQGZRPHQ¶VZRUN
SRZHUOHJLWLPDF\DQGLGHQWLWLHVWKURXJKµPDVFXOLQLWLHVDQGIHPLQLQLWLHV¶LVWKHUHIRUH
of importance here.  
Gendered organizational processes and discourses (which reflect wider societal 
Discourses) typically construct maleness and femaleness as opposites and attribute 
different roles, skills, behaviour, places and relative status to each group (Ridgeway 
2001, Gherardi and Poggio, 2001). In this way, the organizational context constructs 
VXEMHFWLYLWLHVE\ZKLFKµPHQ¶VZRUN¶Fontinues to be valued over the work of women 
(Broadbridge and Hearn, 2008).This includes for example attributing valuable and 
valued managerial roles, skills and identities to men, and more substitutable, less 
valued domestic and servicing skills and identities to women. Davies and Thomas 
(2002) suggest that the modern organization is a discursive arena that privileges 
images of masculinity and champions the masculine over the feminine, requiring 
organizational members, managers and groups to perform to these dominant 
masculine scripts if they wish to be successful.  
 
,QFRQVLGHULQJPDVFXOLQLW\DQGLWVDVVRFLDWLRQZLWKµOHJLWLPLVHG¶LGHQWLW\,GRQRWVHHN
WRVXEVFULEHWRµGXDOLVWLFJHQGHUHVVHQWLDOLVP¶.HUIRRWSRUWRWKHQRWLRQ
of gender(ed) identity as a property of individuals. Instead I draw here on a Butlerian 
conception of masculinity as an enactment of gender identity, performed and 
constituted in inter-subjective dynamics. Masculinity and femininity are considered 
here not as representations of binary gender divisions but as fluid and shifting 
constructions which are reproduced through discourse (Collinson and Hearn, 1994; 
1996DQGµOLQJXLVWLFFKRLFHV¶(KUOLFK6, p.304).  In this respect, masculinities 
(and femininities) may be considered as practices, or discourses, that are interpreted 
as masculine (or feminine) by actors or observers within an existing system of 
gender relations. Those discourses may be labelled as masculine because of who 
the speaker is, how they choose to articulate, and the nature of the social context 
within which the articulation occurs, (Martin, 2001, p. 588). Masculine is not therefore 
DVVRFLDWHGH[FOXVLYHO\ZLWKPDOHVSHDNHUVDOWKRXJKWKHSHUIRUPDQFHRIµPDVFXOLQH¶
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discourses may be more palatable by men than by women, an issue discussed in 
more detail below. 
 
What constitutes the masculine has become associated with power, control, 
rationality, measurement, objectivity, competition, sexualisation and the domination 
of women, (Kerfoot and Knights, 1993; Martin, 2001; Fournier and Kelemen, 2001). 
By contrast, the feminine is identified as emotional, affiliative, intimate, sexual, more 
caring and nurturing (Fournier and Kelemen, 2001; Grant 1988), characteristics 
attributed not only to women, but arguably also to (numerically) female dominated 
and female-identified functions, that is, functions which have been associated with 
VXFKDµIHPLQLQH¶LGHQWLW\WKH+5IXQFWLRQUHSUHVHQWVRQHVXFKIXQFWLRQZLWKLWV730
history of welfare-orientation.  Thus the gender lines are drawn: masculine and 
IHPLQLQHVLJQLI\GLIIHUHQWYDOXHVµPHQ¶VZRUN¶DQGµZRPHQ¶VZRUN¶LVGHILQHGDQG
YDOXHGGLIIHUHQWO\7KLVVWXG\KDVFRQILUPHGDFOHDUGLVFXUVLYHWUHQGIRUµZRPHQ¶V
ZRUN¶WREHFRQVLGHUHGLQQXUWXULQJVH[XDOLVHGGRPHVWLFDQGsexualised terms. The 
day-to-GD\SHUIRUPDQFHRIWKH+5VSHFLDOLVWV¶ZRUNZDVUHDGLO\FKDUDFWHULVHGE\
members of the function themselves deploying such stereotypical versions 
DUWLFXODWHGWKURXJKDQGE\JHQGHUHGVXEMHFWLYLWLHVRIZKDWFRQVWLWXWHVµIHPLQLQH¶
identities. 
 
This has serious consequences for the HR function in organizations where what is 
FRQVLGHUHGµDSSURSULDWH¶EHKDYLRXUFRLQFLGHVZLWKLPDJHVRIPDVFXOLQLW\7KRVHZKR
succeed in constructing professional, managerial and strategic identities are those 
most able to articulate their identity in  terms congruent with the dominant forms of 
masculinity (Watson 1990). Those who fail to do so, or who ally themselves closely 
ZLWKµIHPLQLQH¶FRQVWUXFWLRQVDUHOLNHO\WREHPDUJLQDOLVHG7KXVUHSHUWRLUHV
aVVRFLDWHGZLWKWKHµFRJQLWLYH¶GLVFRXUVHLGHQWLILHGSUHYLRXVO\EHFRPHWKHURXWH
ZKLFKµPDNHVVHQVH¶EHFDXVHRIWKHLUDSSHDOWRUDWLRQDOLW\ULJKWQHVVDQGREMHFWLYLW\
+RZHYHUWKHH[WHQWWRZKLFKWKHµULJKWQHVV¶RIWKRVHUHSHUWRLUHVLVJURXQGHGLQWKH
dominance of a certain legitimised version of masculinity remains invisible. This 
µGRPLQDQWPDVFXOLQH¶PD\H[SODLQWKHDWWHPSWVRISDUWLFLSDQWVLQWKLVUHVHDUFKWR
DSSURSULDWHµGHVLUDEOH¶DQGDSSURSULDWHGLVFRXUVHVVuch as those which are strategy- 
reform- and results- orientated, or to rewrite HR activities in such terms as a means 
E\ZKLFKWRFRQVWUXFWOHJLWLPDWHLGHQWLWLHV7KLVEHFRPHVDQµDVSLUDWLRQDO¶LGHQWLW\
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particularly for organizational actors or functions which have failed to secure 
legitimacy through previous discursive formations such as the moral or pragmatic 
ZKLFKPD\EHFRQVLGHUHGPRUHµIHPLQLQH¶ 
 
Martin (2001) suggests that masculinities are conflated with work relations so that 
their performance becomes a default repertoire for the workplace µQRUP¶:KHUHWKH
masculine is the taken for granted and dominant organizationDOµGHIDXOW¶OLJKWLV
LQHYLWDEO\WKURZQXSRQSHUIRUPDQFHVRIWKHIHPLQLQHDVµRWKHU¶LIWKHIHPLQLQHLVQRW
legitimate, those who are identified as such may struggle to achieve legitimacy. For 
example, HR specialists, whether male or female, may choose to carve out their own 
space (Fournier and Kelemen, 2001), through for example claiming pragmatic, moral 
or regulatory terrain (operational, administrative, welfare, procedural), but this may 
QHYHUDFKLHYHSDULW\ZKLOVWLWUHPDLQVLGHQWLILHGDVµIHPDOH¶<HWWKLVSULYLOHJLQJRI
masculine identities within the organizationDOµGLFKRWRPRXVRUGHURIJHQGHU¶
(Gherardi and Poggio, 2001, p. 246) occurs under the guise of gender neutrality 
(Fournier and Kelemen, 2001), whereby strategy, reform and results are inevitably 
righWKHQFHWKHµLQYLVLELOLW\¶RIWKHSKHQRPHQRQ 
 
*KHUDUGLPDLQWDLQVWKDWZRPHQDUHµRXWRISODFH¶LQRUJDQL]DWLRQV,ZRXOG
prefer to suggest on the basis of my research that this phenomenon applies not 
exclusively women but also to feminine±identified functions such as HR. They may 
be attributed an organizationDOµSODFH¶EXWWKDWSODFHLVQRWVWUDWHJLFQRWPDQDJHULDO
and therefore only legitimate in a support, servicing or subordinate capacity. Thus 
SRVLWLRQHGDVµRWKHU¶WRWKHGRPLQDQWPDVFXOLQHLWLVWKLVIRUPRIJHQGHUHGDOWHULW\
which may explain the marginalisation and lack of legitimacy of the HR function, 
UDWKHUWKDQLWVFODLPHGIDLOXUHWRRIIHUDµJHQXLQHFRQWULEXWLRQ¶WRWKHorganization. The 
µRXW-of-SODFHQHVV¶RIZRPHQDQGRIDIHPLQLQH-identified function was perhaps 
revealed most starkly in the use of sexualised repertoires to construct the identity of 
HR, and this shocking phenomenon merits separate consideration. 
 
8.3.4 Services Rendered: Sexualising HR 
Perhaps even more surprising than the gendered discourses revealed here was the 
use of heavily sexualised repertoires to construct the relationship between HR and 
line management, and the identity of HR specialists. The sphere of management is 
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one in which the sexual, erotic and intimate are expected to be absent, and yet are a 
continuous feature of everyday work relations (Knights and Kerfoot, 2004) as sexual 
power. Additionally, management may be dominated by practices associated with 
male homosociality, which views women as sexual objects, ostracizing and 
undermining women whilst perpetuating hegemonic masculinity (Broadbridge and 
Hearn, 2008). In this gendered managerial context women are defined aVµRWKHU¶QRW
managerial, not strategic, and feature as objects of conquest. This is evident in the 
GLVFRXUVHVDUWLFXODWHGLQWKLVVWXG\RIµWURSK\¶DQGµEDWWHUHG¶ZLIHRIZKRUHVDQGJRRG
girls. Interestingly, the male speakers in this research appeared to capitalise on the 
µSDWULDUFKDOGLYLGHQG¶&RQQHOOFODLPLQJPDVFXOLQLW\WKURXJKDUWLFXODWLQJ
VH[XDOLVHGUHSHUWRLUHVRIµSXVVLHV¶DQGµSLPSLQJ¶SDUWLFXODUO\LQUHODWLRQWRWKHLU
female HR colleagues. 
 
Sexuality may apparently be claimed, appropriated and redeployed as a discursive 
resource in the achievement of power, for example through flirtatious or coquettish 
UHSUHVHQWDWLRQVRI+5UHODWLRQVZLWKOLQHPDQDJHPHQWRUWKURXJKµWHPSHULQJ¶WDONRI
HR power by the use of sexualised repertoires such DVµFKDWWLQJXS¶µZKRULQJ¶RU
µJLYLQJWKHPZKDWWKH\ZDQW¶+RZHYHUWKLVIRUPRISRZHULVLQHYLWDEO\FRPSURPLVHG
where it reproduces the function and HR practitioners in gendered terms, and 
reinforces gendered relations. Thus such talk which may appear to subvert risks 
reproducing rather than transgressing gendered practices (Gherardi, 1995; Fournier 
and Kelemen, 2001).  
 
8:RPHQ¶V:RUN0HQ¶V:RUN$SSURSULDWLQJDQG6XEYHUWLQJ0DVFXOLQLW\ 
Davies and Thomas (2002) draw our attention to the difficulties that female speakers 
PD\H[SHULHQFHZKHQDWWHPSWLQJWRHQJDJHZLWKµPDVFXOLQH¶LGHQWLWLHVMembers of 
the HR function who seek to construct their organizational identity through masculine 
discourses of strategy, business-focus and performance-orientation reinforce and 
UHSURGXFHWKHGRPLQDQWµPDOHQHVV¶RIWKHorganization and the value of this basis for 
legitimacy therein. There are however risks to women who choose to  step out of 
µVXERUGLQDWH¶SRVLWLRQVDQGVHHNOHJLWLPDF\WKURXJKDUWLFXODWLQJPRUHPDVFuline 
discourses and identities (Fournier and Kelemen, 2001): women and those in 
feminine-LGHQWLILHGIXQFWLRQVZKRVHHNWRDSSURSULDWHµPDVFXOLQH¶GLVFRXUVHVULVN
challenging the gender(ed) organizational order.  Due Billing and Alvesson (2000) 
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suggest thaWPDQDJHULDODQGRWKHUVHQLRUEXVLQHVVUROHVDUHGHILQHGLQµPDVFXOLQH¶
terms of autonomy, instrumentality, and results-orientation: characteristics which are 
µQRWSDUWLFXODUO\PXFKLQOLQHZLWKZKDWLVEURDGO\DVVXPHGWREHW\SLFDOIRUIHPDOHV¶
(p144). In this respect a function dominated by women may struggle to be taken 
VHULRXVO\ZKHQLWVHHNVWRDUWLFXODWHPRUHµPDVFXOLQH¶GLVFRXUVHV 
The findings of this research support this: the participants here who engaged in 
GLVFRXUVHVRIµVWUDWHJLF¶µEXVLQHVV¶ focused, accounting logics in the construction of 
their HR identities (or aspirational identities) appeared nevertheless to remain 
PDUJLQDOLVHGVXERUGLQDWHDQGODFNLQJFUHGLELOLW\FRQGHPQHGWRWKH+5µFKRUHV¶RI
supporting line management through emotLRQDOODERXUDQGWKHµGLUW\ZRUN¶RIGHDOLQJ
with employees. Witness not only the subordinating discourses outlined above, but 
also the example of the (female) HR manager who was told she need no longer 
attend directorate management team meetings as her contribution was not needed, 
or the (female) HR manager asked to attend management team meetings only to 
SUHVHQWKHUUHSRUWRI+5LVVXHVEHIRUHEHLQJDVNHGWROHDYHZKHQµVWUDWHJLF¶
discussions ensued. One discursive tactic deployed by participants offered a 
FKDOOHQJHWROLQHPDQDJHUµWRXJKQHVV¶+5KDYLQJWRFRPHWRWKHKHURLFUHVFXHWR
resolve intractable problems  is attributed to either line incompetence or to line 
PDQDJHUµVRIWQHVV¶ZLWKDµEXVLQHVVOLNH¶+5UHVROYLQJWKHHQVXLQJSUREOHPV<HW+5
is unOLNHO\WRFODLPWKLVPDVFXOLQHµKHURLF¶LGHQWLW\WKHPRUHFRPPRQGLVFXUVLYH
formation of practitioners in this role was as cleaners who sweep up after 
management mess. Hence also comments from line management to an HR 
VSHFLDOLVWZKRµWDONVWRXJK¶WKDWWKLs is not the expected or appropriate identity for the 
HR function. 
 
6RPHRIWKHLQWHUYLHZHHVDSSHDUHGWRHQJDJHLQDIRUPRIµWHPSHULQJWDON¶PRGLI\LQJ
WKHµKDUG¶PDVFXOLQHGLVFRXUVHVRIVWUDWHJ\DQGUHVXOWVWKURXJKEDODQFLQJWKHPZLWK
reference to. This reflects the debate constructed in the HRM literature between 
µKDUG¶PDVFXOLQHGLVFRXUVHVRIVWUDWHJLF+50ZKLFKYLHZKXPDQUHVRXUFHVDV
PHDQVWRHQGVUDWKHUWKDQWKHµVRIW¶+50YHUVLRQZKLFKFRQVWUXFWVZRUNHUVDVHQGV
in themselves (Guest, 1999; Armstrong, 2006). Interestingly, arguments in favour of 
WKLVµVRIW¶YHUVLRQKDYHDSSDUHQWO\IRXQGHUHGDVWKHµKDUG¶YHUVLRQKDVJDLQHG
primacy in the literature and arguably too in practice (Lupton, 2000; Delbridge and 
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Keenoy, 2010). Yet participants here continue to articulate what might be considered 
WKHµIHPLQLQH¶ODQJXDJHRIµVRIW¶+50ZRUNHUFRQFHUQVDUHJLYHQHTXDOFRQVLGHUDWLRQ
to line management in the pursuit of performance as a strategic approach. Yet this 
subversion and rewriting of the dominant, masculine strategic to a softer feminised 
version appears also to have foundered. Whilst some authors have exhorted both 
DFDGHPLFVDQGSUDFWLWLRQHUVRI+50WRMHWWLVRQDEOLQGO\µVWUDWHJLF¶GLVFRXUVHDQGWR
reengage with discourses of ethics and wellbeing (see for example Kochan, 2004) 
WKHSRVVLELOLWLHVRIDQµHWKLFDOWXUQ¶LQKXPDQUHVRXUFHPDQDJHPHQWPLJKWEH
VRPHZKDWSUHPDWXUHHVSHFLDOO\LIDVVRFLDWHGZLWKDµIHPLQLQH¶RWKHU 
7KHPHVVDJHLVFOHDU+5LVµQRWEXVLQHVV¶DIHPLQLQHDQGIHPLQLVHGµRWKHU¶
excluded from the legitimising discourses of strategy and management. Whether this 
failure to successfully claim and deploy masculine discursive resources to re-
DUWLFXODWHWKHLGHQWLW\RIWKHIXQFWLRQUHVXOWVIURPµVWUD\LQJWRRIDUIURPVWHUHRW\SHVRI
femininit\¶0DUVKDOOSRUIURPSUHVHQWLQJDFKDOOHQJHWRKHJHPRQLF
masculinity, unsettling the organizational and societal order the result is clear: 
apparently continued discursive marginalisation and subordination for the HR 
function.  
Thus women may VHHNWRSUHVHQWµYLDEOHSXEOLFLPDJHV¶ZKLFKPDNHWKHP
organizationally acceptable (Marshall, 1995), but which may throw them into a 
dilemma where that acceptability is pitted against professional legitimacy. Thus 
playing down the role, power and influence of the HR function may lead to a form of 
µDFFHSWDELOLW\¶IRULQGLYLGXDO+5SUDFWLWLRQHUVLQWKHFRQWH[WRIGD\-to-day relations, 
HJWKURXJKSHUIRUPLQJµJRRGJLUO¶RUµWURSK\ZLIH¶EXWZLOOGROLWWOHWRHVWDEOLVK
organizational power or credibility for the HR function. Thus there is a tension 
between the identity of the individual practitioner who renders themselves acceptable 
WKURXJKVXFKGLVFRXUVHVDQGWKHDVSLUDWLRQDOµSURIHVVLRQDO¶LGHQWLW\RIWKHIXQFWLRQ
which is cast as dependent, marginal and VXEVHUYLHQWOHGE\WKHµOLWWOHZRPDQIURP
SHUVRQQHO¶7KHQRWLRQRIJHQGHUHGSURIHVVLRQDOLGHQWLW\LVFRQVLGHUHGPRUHFORVHO\
next. 
 
8.3.6 The Feminine Professional? 
Discourses of professionalism (Kerfoot, 2002), of managerial identity (Whitehead, 
2001; Collinson, 2003; Devine et al, 2011) and of strategic orientation (Kerfoot and 
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Knights, 1993) each offer a form of ontological security in organizations. Establishing 
an identity as a professional, a strategic operator, or as a manager (or as a function 
which shares these characteristics) holds a seductive certainty and the promise of 
legitimacy to workers seeking to establish secure identities. Additionally, Kerfoot 
VXJJHVWVWKDWDOWKRXJKGLVFXVVLRQVRIµSURIHVVLRQDOLVP¶LQWKHWUDGLWLRQDO
literature have largely failed to acknowledge gender, there are linkages between 
discourses of professional identity and professionalism, and masculinity. 
µ3URIHVVLRQDOLVP¶LQWKLVVHQVHLVFRQVWUXFWHGDVDSDUWLFXODUO\µPDVFXOLQH¶GRPDLQ
which privileges rationality, instrumentality, and emotional constraint, and which 
marginalises talk of ethics, welfare, wellbeing or of pragmatic day-to-operational 
activities - the basis on which HR has previously established its legitimacy. The 
SXUVXLWRIWKHµSURIHVVLRQDOLGHDO¶ requires individuals (and aspirant professional 
groupings) to engage with and deploy the discourses associated with the masculine 
µLQVWUXPHQWDOSXUSRVLYH-UDWLRQDOLGHDO¶.HUIRRW.HUIRRWDQG.QLJKWV3).  
,IZHDFFHSW.HUIRRW¶VDVVRFLDWLRQEHWZHen this version of masculinity and 
professional identity, we may conclude that the people management function in 
organizations may always struggle to establish a legitimate professional footing, 
XQOHVVLWHQJDJHVZLWKGLVFRXUVHVDOLJQLQJLWWRVXFKµPDVFXOLQH¶FKDUDFWHULVWLFV7KLV
PD\LQSDUWH[SODLQWKHUXVKRIµSURIHVVLRQDO¶ERGLHVVXFKWKH&,3'WRDOLJQ
themselves to the strategic and business discourses offered by HRM writers and to 
H[KRUWDVSLUDQWSURIHVVLRQDOPHPEHUVWRµWDONWKHODQJXDJHRIWKHEXVLQHVV¶LHWR
DFTXLUHWKHµPDVFXOLQH¶VFULSW6LPLODUO\LWPD\DFFRXQWIRUWKHWHQGHQF\RIZULWHUV
such as Ulrich (who has dominated the literature of HR practitioner role and identity 
construction) to exhort managerial alignment for HR specialists. Yet it might not be 
taken seriously if it does deploy those discourses. The masculine is the professional, 
which may mean that a function or aspiring profession that remains feminine-
identified either numerically, by historical association, or through the discourses 
which articulate at least some part of its role will always struggle to establish 
professional legitimacy.  
8.3.7 Gendered Discourses and Functional Legitimacy:  The Gendered HR 
Function 
In order to draw together the key findings in relation to the gendered construction of 
the HR practitioner/ function, this final section summarises how the issue of gender 
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has been handled in relation to the role and identity of the function, and what the 
findings of this research might mean for the future of the function. Somewhat 
surprisingly, despite the prevalence of women in the function, gender has rarely 
featured in the HR/HRM literature as a property of the HR function, or as a potential 
route/barrier to legitimacy. In the wider management and organizational domain, 
issues such as the gendered divisions of authority, based on both role and position 
have been explored (e.g. Marshall, 1984), and several writers have considered the 
JHQGHUHGQDWXUHRIMREVHJUHJDWLRQDQGµJKHWWRL]DWLRQ¶ZLWKLQWKH+5µSURIHVVLRQ¶
QDPHO\WKHSUHGRPLQDQFHRIPHQLQWKHPRUHµPDVFXOLQH¶LQGXVWULDOUHODWLRQVUROHV
whilst women are consigned to servicing and emotional labour roles (see for 
example, Simpson and Lenoir, 2003; Brandl et al, 2008). Like the discursive 
phenomena identified in this study, this gendered division of HR labour draws heavily 
on gendered societal discourses of male and female skills and characteristics: 
ZRPHQ¶VµQDWXUDOVNLOOV¶RIQXUWXULQJVHUYLFLQJDQGVXSSRUWLQJDUHRIORZYDOXHDQG
do not constitute a basis for achieving organizational recognition or power 
(Rasmussen,  2001). Similarly, the low status attributed to this servicing and 
HPRWLRQDOODERXUZRUNGRHVQRWFRQVWLWXWHWKHEDVLVIRUDFKLHYLQJµSURIHVVLRQDO¶
status, failing as it does to establish an autonomous function whose members 
exercise control over their own work. 
 
However, few have considered the gendered construction of the identity of the HR 
function.  Two notable exceptions are Legge (1987; 1995; 2005) and Townley 
/HJJH¶VLPSRrtant discussion of the gendered nature of personnel 
management (which pre-dated the widespread adoption of Human Resource 
0DQDJHPHQWUKHWRULFDQGWKH+5+50ODEHOVFOHDUO\DUWLFXODWHGWKHµWDNHQ-for-
granted subordination of women in employment specificalO\DQGLQVRFLHW\JHQHUDOO\¶
(pp.33-34). It was only the very peripheral nature of the function itself, maintained 
Legge, which allowed women to gain a foothold and dominate the personnel function 
whilst remaining significantly under-represented in other managerial roles. As the 
IXQFWLRQDFKLHYHGµVRPHPHDVXUHRISRZHU¶VKHDUJXHGSZRPHQ¶VLQIOXHQFH
in the function declined. Legge predicted that the further ascendancy and 
µmanagerialization¶RIWKHIXQFWLRQPLJKWVSHOORXWWKHFRQWLQXHGGHPLVHRIZRPHQ¶V
dominance, and an increase particularly in the numbers of male incumbents in senior 
SHUVRQQHOUROHVµ:RPHQ¶VSRVLWLRQLQSHUVRQQHOPDQDJHPHQWZLOOLQYHUVHO\UHIOHFW
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WKHSRZHUWKHIXQFWLRQLVVHHQWRH[HUFLVHLQRUJDQL]DWLRQV¶SVXJJHVWLQJWKDW a 
powerful personnel (or HR) function will be dominated by men. Alternatively, the 
continued presence and domination of women might mean a function which has 
failed to secure power and influence. In order for the function to propser in the hands 
of male HR specialists, Legge maintains, it will be necessary for it shake off its 
feminine image (2005). 
In 1994, Townley suggested that gender was inherent in the constitution of the 
personnel function as a subject for study, and that the language, constructs and 
FRQFHUQVRISHUVRQQHOPDQDJHPHQWZHUHµKHDYLO\JHQGHUHG¶S7KHDGRSWLRQRI
HRM as an overarching framework for labour management offered the opportunity 
IRUµUHLQYHQWLQJ¶WKHSHRSOHPDQDJHPHQWIXQFWLRQWKURXJKDVVRFLDWLQJ+50DQGE\
implication, the HR function) with discourses of planning, control and strategic 
management, HRM might be clearly demarcated from the old administrative and 
welfare orientations of personnel management. This putative new association might 
enable those in the function to distance themselves from the gendered language and 
FRQFHUQVZKLFKKDGFRQWULEXWHGWRSHUVRQQHOPDQDJHPHQW¶VSUHYLRXVDVVRFLDWLRQ
ZLWKµPDUJLQDOLW\DPELJXLW\DQGODFNRIVWDWXV¶7RZQOH\S,QDVLPLODU
vein, Kersley et al (2006) talk of the lRZVWDWXVFRQQRWDWLRQVDQGµ&LQGHUHOOD¶LGHQWLW\
attributed to the personnel management function. 
The conclusion of this research is clear. If the talk of local government HR 
practitioners is representative, little has changed for the HR function since Legge 
and Townley were writing. Certainly, the continued efforts by the CIPD at 
µUHLQYHQWLRQ¶WKURXJKDUWLFXODWLQJQHZVWUDWHJLFDQGDVRQHVSHDNHUGHVFULEHGLW
VH[\µEXVLQHVV-SDUWQHUHG¶LGHQWLWLHVZRXOGDSSHDUWRUHLQIRUFHWKLVYLHZ 
 
Yet it is this largely ignored gendered (and sexualised) identity which might offer 
some explanation for the failure of the function to achieve professional and 
organizational legitimacy. The gendered and sexualised discourses which feature 
here cast the HR practitioner as sHUYLOHVXEVHUYLHQWµQXUWXULQJ¶RUDVVH[XDOO\
available in a variety of ways. If we accept that gender acts as an organizing 
principle in managerial workplaces, structuring and privileging particular masculine 
versions of management and organization (Knights and Kerfoot, 1993), then we 
must account for material consequences of the operation of such gendered 
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discourses on the HR function and HR practitioners. The function may be doubly 
condemned in this gendered context: firstly in being identified numerically as a 
µIHPDOH¶RUµIHPLQLVHG¶IXQFWLRQDQGVHFRQGO\LQWHUPVRI+5¶VDVVRFLDWLRQZLWKWKH
µIHPLQLVHG¶FRQFHUQRIVRFLDOMXVWLFHDQGWKHµZHOIDUH¶OHJDF\RIWKHSHUVRQQHO
function from which it evolved. Given that femininity may be identified as more suited 
to lower grade service work and emotional labour (Simpson and Lenoir, 2003), a 
IXQFWLRQZKLFKXQGHUWDNHVµZRPHQ¶VZRUN¶DQGFRQWLQXHVWRGHSOR\IHPLQLVHG
discourses will always risk being undervalued, marginalised, liminal.  
 
It may be no surprise that speakers thus excluded from dominant and legitimacy-
FRQIHUULQJGLVFRXUVHVVHHNWROHJLWLPLVHDOWHUQDWLYHIRUPXODWLRQVRI+5¶VLGHQWLW\
through, for example, recourse to operational/pragmatic or moral/welfare and ethical 
discourses. In this respect the µSUDJPDWLF¶GLVFRXUVHRXWOLQHGHDUOLHUUHSUHVHQWVD
GRXEOHELQG+5SUDFWLWLRQHUVZKRDUWLFXODWHLWDVDPHDQVRIµFDUYLQJRXW¶D
discursive niche retain their identification with low grade, domestic, operational and 
administrative work and therefore present no threat to the gendered organizational 
RUGHUWKURXJKDWWHPSWVWRFODLPWKHµFRJQLWLYH¶VWUDWHJLFPDQDJHPHQWWHUUDLQ
Additionally, they offer the promise of a function which will deal with the domestic 
µGLUW\ZRUN¶WKXVIUHHLQJXSPDQDJHUVWRSXUVXHPRUHµVWUDWHJLF¶FRQFHUQVRidgeway 
(2001) alerts us to this phenomenon whereby a dominant group is dependent on the 
subordinate group and thus has an interest in maintaining the status quo. A kind of 
legitimacy is therefore, available, but it is a denigrated legitimacy grounded in co-
dependence on line manager need and approval, and certainly does not construct an 
DXWRQRPRXVµSURIHVVLRQDO¶LGHQWLW\ 
6RPHZULWHUVKDYHVXJJHVWHGWKDWWKHDGYHQWRIµUHIRUP¶GLVFRXUVHVWRWKHSXEOLF
sector context may offer hope to the aspirant HR function, given the shared linguistic 
terrain between HRM and NPM (e.g. Mueller and Carter, 2005). However, the final 
section of this discussion challenges this perspective through a discussion of the 
gendered discursive nature of modernisation and reform talk. 
8.3.8 Public Sector Reform: the Next Gendered Frontier 
It is important to consider the context of public sector reform in which this research is 
located. NPM and the modernisation project have been heralded as providing the 
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perfect opportunity for HRM to flourish in the public sector, which might suggest that 
DµUHIRUPLQJ¶SXEOLFVHFWRURIIHUVIHUWLOHJURXQGZLWKLQZKLFKWKHµSURIHVVLRQ¶RI+5
might be successfully (re-)constructed. Indeed, NPM and HRM might on the surface 
appear to be compatible bed-partners, with their shared discourses of performance, 
output, unitarism and managerialism. However, this perspective fails to acknowledge 
the gendered dimensions of both new managerialism and HRM. 
According to Thomas and Davies (2002), a core tenet of NPM has been the 
promotion of new professional subjectivities. Those subjectivities are manufactured 
through the linguistic enactment of the new managerialist paradigm which has 
sought to sweep away the old public administration and associated public sector 
identities.  Public sector managerialism is characterised by extreme examples of 
PDOHGRPLQDQFHDQGPDVFXOLQLVPDQGZLWKLWVµPDVFXOLQH¶SUHRFFXSDWLRQVDQG
language, is gendered in ways that work against women (Whitehead, 2001; Ozga 
and Walker, 1999). Under the guise of gender-neutrality (or invisibility) NPM 
embraces discourses of performance measurement, accountability, control, output- 
and outcome- focus suggesting impartiality, rationality and objectivity. New 
managerial/professional subjectivities are constituted around dominant masculinities 
of self-realization and entrepreneurialism, of competition and aggression (Collinson 
and Hearn, 1994, 1996; Halford et al. 1997; Rose, 2001; Davies and Thomas, 2002), 
and of hard-nosed, hard-KLWWLQJEXVLQHVVOHDGHUVZKRFDQWDNHµWRXJK¶GHFLVLRQVWR
µGULYHWKURXJK¶FKDQJHLQWKHSXEOLFVHFWRU:LWKDQLQFUHDVHGIRFXVRQ
PDQDJHULDOLVPDQGPDQDJHULDOSUHURJDWLYHWKHVHVXEMHFWLYLWLHVHPERG\WKHµODUJHO\
FRQFHDOHG¶FRQQHFWLRQVEHWZHHQPDVFXOLQLW\ and management (Kerfoot and 
Whitehead, 1998, p.436).   
 
Thus neo-liberal reform talk reinforces a hyper-masculinist model of management 
(Devine et al, 2011) and the reform of the public sector has been characterised DVµD
recuperative project of patriarchDOSRZHU¶0DKRQ\SLQ2]JDDQG
:DONHU7KLVµUHIRUP¶SURMHFWGRHVQRWERGHZHOOIRUDIXQFWLRQZKLFKKDV
WUDGLWLRQDOO\EHHQPDUJLQDOLVHGDVµIHPLQLQH¶DQGZKLFKUHPDLQVFRQVWUXFWHGLQ
gendered and sexualised terms. 
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Interestingly, despLWHWKHFODLPVWRDPRUHµIHPLQLQH¶GHYHORSPHQWDOKXPDQLVPLQWKH
public sector context, (and particularly in the orientation of the people management 
function, Farnham and Horton, 1996; Truss, 2008), Thomas and Davies (2002) 
suggest that a gendered organizational regime in the public sector is not new, and 
that the long-HVWDEOLVKHGµSURIHVVLRQDO-EXUHDX¶SRZHUUHODWLRQVRIWKHSXEOLFVHFWRU
have in the past promoted masculinized norms. This may in part explain why (largely 
female) HR practitioners form a feminine-identified HR function who have sought to 
DSSURSULDWHWKHµUHJXODWRU\¶GLVFRXUVHVRIOHJLVODWLYHDQGVWDWXWRU\FRPSOLDQFHKDYH
nevertheless remained peripheral.  Ridgeway (1997) maintains that despite 
espoused gender equality claims in organizations, established taken-for-granted 
interactional processes will rewrite gender into new institutional arrangements, thus 
re-establishing gender inequalities in new structural forms. If we accept that the old 
regime was gendered in both discourse and enactment and that new discourses rely 
on gendered conceits, it seems inevitable that existing gendered processes will be 
reproduced and possibly augmented in a post-reform public sector. This suggests 
the futility of attempts by HR practitioners to claim legitimac\WKURXJKGHSOR\LQJµQHZ
UHJXODWRU\¶WDONRIDGKHUHQFHWRQHZSXEOLFSROLF\DQGJRYHUQPHQWDJHQGD 
 
What we might therefore conclude for NPM and other reform projects which rely on 
hegemonic masculine subjectivities, is that far from opening up the ontological space 
within which HRM might flourish, they represent a continued and intensified threat to 
the status- and legitimacy-seeking identity work of HR practitioners, and that a 
female dominated and feminine-identified function may be further denigrated and 
marginalised. Whilst this phenomenon is indeed already in evidence through 
initiatives outlined at the beginning of this chapter such as HR transformation 
DFWLYLWLHVLQFOXGLQJWKHLQWURGXFWLRQRIµEDFNRIILFH¶VKDUHGVHUYLFHVµVHOI-VHUYH+5¶
outsourcing etc, it has rarely been explained through considering the gendered 
construction of public sector reform and of public sector organizations.  
8.4 Summary  
This chapter has considered the key findings of the research undertaken here. The 
HR function is experiencing an ongoing and arguably intensifying crisis of legitimacy, 
particularly in the UK public sector context where it continues to be constructed as 
µEDFNRIILFH¶DQGWRIDFHGHPDQGVWRµWUDQVIRUP¶LWVHOI7KHFRQFOXVLRQVRIWKLVVWXG\
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are that the µORJLFDO¶OHJLWLPLVLQJURXWHLVWKURXJKHQJDJLQJZLWKGLVFRXUVHVZKLFK
FODLPOHJLWLPDF\RQDµFRJQLWLYH¶EDVLV7KLVLQFOXGHVDSSURSULDWLQJDQGGHSOR\LQJ
strategy, business and reform talk, and articulating a performance and results focus 
IRU+5¶VUROHDQG contribution. This route to legitimacy conforms to dominant views of 
organizational priorities, and taken-for-granted articulations of those in the function 
should construct and conduct. 
However, whilst HR practitioners in the public sector seek do seek legitimacy on 
WKHVHµFRQIRUPLVW¶WHUPVWKLVLVQRWWKHRQO\GLVFXUVLYHUHVRXUFHRQZKLFKWKH\GUDZ
in the construction of their individual and collective identity. Rather, they engage in a 
form of crafting of their identity which draws on multiple and arguably antagonistic 
GLVFRXUVHV7KLVLQFOXGHVWKHµPHOGLQJ¶RIDSSDUHQWO\irreconcilable discourses of 
VWUDWHJ\ZLWKDµPRUDO¶FRQFHUQIRUZRUNHUZHOOEHLQJDQGIDLUQHVV7KHSRODULVDWLRQRI
these discursive repertoires, and the marginalisation and devaluation of the latter by 
the former has been well-documented in the literature. 
<HWWKLVSRODULVHGµVWUDWHJ\YHUVXVZHOIDUHHWKLFV¶GHEDWHLVIDUWRRVLPSOLVWLFD
representation of how local government HR practitioners construct their role and 
identity.  The claLPLQJRIDµPRUDO¶GLPHQVLRQWR+5¶VUROHH[WHQGVEH\RQGVLPSOH
constructions of employee welfare to a defence of the organization and its reputation 
(often articulated as a long-term strategic and performance issue), and of the 
traditional public sector ethos and its commitment to democracy. Additionally, HR 
SUDFWLWLRQHUVLQORFDOJRYHUQPHQWFODLPDµUHJXODWRU\¶OHJLWLPDF\LQWKHIRUPRI
upholding legislative and public policy compliance, of maintaining statutory 
requirements, and of defending probity and WUXVWLQWKHVSHQGLQJRIµSXEOLFPRQH\¶ 
Perhaps most significantly, HR practitioners in local government also articulate their 
UROHDQGLGHQWLW\LQWHUPVRIµSUDJPDWLF¶OHJLWLPDF\ZKHUHE\WKHGD\-to-day problem-
VROYLQJDQGµKDQGV-RQ¶DFWLYLW\RIWKHIXQFtion is articulated as business. This is 
particularly important given the denigration of this type of activity as transactional, 
DGPLQLVWUDWLYHDQGµQRW-EXVLQHVV¶SDUWLFXODUO\FRPSDUHGZLWKµVWUDWHJLF¶DFWLYLW\7KLV
UHFRXUVHWRWKHµQRQ-VWUDWHJLF¶PD\Uepresent a deliberate attempt to discursively 
distance those within the function from the dominant discourses of HRM which are 
GHSOR\HGLQSXUVXLWRIPDQDJHULDOREMHFWLYHVDQGZKLFKµOHJLWLPLVHWKHLQHTXDOLWLHVRI
SRZHU¶'HOEULGJHDQG.HHQR\S). 
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*DODQJDQG)HUULVVXJJHVWWKDWWKHµV\PEROLFDFWLRQV¶XVHGE\WKH+5
GHSDUWPHQWDUHGHVLJQHGWRFUHDWHDQGPDLQWDLQDSHUFHSWLRQWKDW+50LVDµcritical 
and strategic FRQFHUQ¶RIWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQ¶SP\LWDOLFV7KLVVWXG\KDV
concluded that HR practitioners in local government do indeed appear to be in 
pursuit of legitimising discourses which might establish the criticality of the function, 
EXWWKDWWKHTXHVWLRQRIZKDWFRQVWLWXWHVEHLQJDµVWUDWHJLF¶FRQFHUQPD\EH
debatable. Thus professional and pro-strategic, pro-UHIRUPDQGµEXVLQHVV¶LGHQWLW\
are claimed in a range of discursive guises, which may represent the efforts of 
members of the function who are struggling with uncertainty and liminality; who are 
FRQIXVHGRUVWUDWHJLFDOO\µKHGJLQJEHWV¶GXULQJDSHULRGRIWUDQVLWLRQZKRDUHVHHNLQJ
WRUHVLVWWKHLPSRVLWLRQRIµQHZ¶VXEMHFWLYLWLHVDQGWRDUWLFXODWHDFRQWLQXLW\RIVHOI
WKURXJKUHWDLQLQJYDOXHGµROG¶LGHQWLWLHVRUZKRWKURXJKDQDELOLW\WRLGHQWLI\WKH
safest discursive bet, aUHOLNHWKHµWXUNH\VVLJQLQJXSIRU&KULVWPDV¶DOOXGHGWRE\RQH
participant. 
However, the gendered nature of the organizational context which constructs 
individual and, I would argue, functional identities through gendered and sexualised 
subjectivities plays a significant role in mitigating, moderating and militating against  
the identity work endeavours of HR practitioners. 
The material consequence for those in the HR function is that whatever discourses 
they deploy in the pursuit of a legitimate identity may fail. A female dominated and 
feminine-LGHQWLILHGIXQFWLRQZKLFKVHHNVWRDSSURSULDWHµPDVFXOLQH¶GLVFRXUVHVRI
strategy, reform and business-focus may be offer an unpalatable challenge to the 
gendered organizational order. Where members of the function resort to alternative 
discursive resources of morality, regulation and particularly pragmatism, they will be 
condemned through the gendered construction of what is valuable, desirable and 
appropriate in organizations. This discursive phenomenon is magnified in the context 
of a public sector reform project conceived and enacted in heavily masculine terms. 
Thus HR practitioners are condemned to a role and identity which is constructed 
through gendered and sexualised discourses as subordinate, passive, sexually 
available and domestic. The HR function serves and services line management, and 
through gendered subjectivities the activities, status and legitimacy of the function 
are denigrated and demeaned as low grade, servile and substitutable. This does not 
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bode well for the future of the HR function which seeks to establish itself as 
SURIHVVLRQDOFUHGLEOHDQGDµVWUDWHJLFSDUWQHU¶RQDQHTXDOIRRWLQJZLWKOLQH
management. 
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9. Conclusion 
The aims of this final chapter are threefold: firstly, I wish to revisit the objectives of 
the research. Secondly, I wish to outline the contributions to both scholarship and 
practice offered by this research. Finally, I consider the limitations of the research 
and potential future research opportunities which are suggested by the findings. 
9.1 Aims and focus of the research 
Discursive identity 
The aims of the research were to explore the discursive resources on which local 
government HR practitioners draw as they construct their identity in talk and 
interaction. Informed by a constructionist perspective which views identity as fluid, 
multiple and discursively constructed, I employed discourse analysis on the 
transcripts produced from 47 interviews conducted with participants from 5 English 
local authorities in the Midlands. The focus was on how the speakers, all HR 
practitioners from a range of levels and roles, deployed, reinscribed and resisted 
discourses of HRM and of public sector reform.  A key interest was how those 
GLVFRXUVHVRIµUHIRUP¶DQGRI+50IXQFWLRQKHJHPRQLFDOO\Wo construct HR 
SUDFWLWLRQHUVXEMHFWLYLWLHVDQGGHILQHQRWLRQVRIµDSSURSULDWH¶LGHQWLW\ERWKIRU
individuals working in the function, and collectively for the HR function. Additionally, 
a primary concern was how HR practitioners in local government deploy specific 
discourses in the pursuit of organizational and professional status and legitimacy. 
 
A critical perspective on HR/M  
My research was also informed by a critical perspective. Numerous authors have 
suggested that the HRM literature fails to embrace a critical perspective (e.g. 
Keegan and Boselie, 2006; Alvesson, 2009; Watson, 2010; Keenoy, 2009; Delbridge 
and Keenoy, 2010) with much research focusing instead on the increasingly narrow 
20 year justificatory project of establishing a causal link between HRM and 
performance6 (Marchington, 2008; Janssens and Steyaert, 2009; Delbridge and 
Keenoy, 2010; Guest, 2011). For this reason, perhaps, Watson suggests that it is 
QHFHVVDU\WRµFRXQWHUWKHWHQGHQF\IRU+50DFDGHPLFVWRDFWDVOHJLWLPDF\-givers to 
                                                          
6
 With performance frequently narrowly defined in narrow financial terms of returns to investors, profitability, 
and cost reduction 
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corpoUDWHLQWHUHVWV¶:DWVRQS:KLOVWVHHNLQJWRIXOILO:DWVRQ¶VFDOOWR
research arms, in the spriit of Janssens  and Steyaert (2009), who  call for HRM 
scholarship to suspend this performative stance, a parallel aim was  not  to be 
merely anti-performance (see also Marchington, 2008). The research was therefore 
intended to build on and contribute to the development of critical HRM scholarship, 
rejecting a managerialist approach whilst encouraging alternative, more progressive 
forms of management (Fournier and Grey, 2000; Alvesson, 2009; Delbridge and 
Keenoy, 2010, pp.800-801). This aim was enacted through efforts to hear how HRM 
might be alternatively conceived, to reconsider what might constitute performance, 
and to explore a range of discourses through which the contribution of HRM might be 
talked about and valued. 
The approach to HRM adopted here was to view it as a particular discourse (or set of 
discourses), deployed for particular ends. The aim of exploring the discursive 
resources on which HR practitioners drew through discourse analysis was to 
µGHQDWXUDOL]H¶WRXQFRYHUDQGXQVHWWOHWKHWDNHQ-for-granted and unreflective 
adoption of managerial language and managerial definitions of reality which has 
become associated with HRM (Delbridge and Keenoy, 2010) and with epochal 
µUHIRUP¶WDONLQWKHSXEOLFVHFWRUFRQWH[W'X*D\ Truss (2008, p.4) has 
VXJJHVWHGWKDWWKHUROHSOD\HGE\WKH+5IXQFWLRQµLQWKH130DJHQGDLVULSHIRU
IXUWKHUUHVHDUFK¶KHUFRQFHUQVHHPVWREHZKHWKHU+5KDVIUHHGLtself from the 
shackles of administrative responsibilities to offer a genuinely strategic contribution. I 
sought to adopt a more reflexive approach through exploring not how effectively 
such discourses have been enacted, but whether and in what ways such 
prescriptions have taken hold and been resisted. The question here was therefore 
whether discourses featuring in the talk of local government HR practitioners 
reflected the shift to a more managerially aligned role and identity for the local 
government HR fXQFWLRQWRFRQVLGHUWKHµKHJHPRQLFVWUXJJOH¶ZKLFKPLJKWRFFXU
(Keegan and Francis, 2010) as newer, dominant discursive formations of HRM and 
SXEOLFVHFWRUUHIRUPFRPSHWHWRIUDPHPHDQLQJDQGPDUJLQDOLVHµROG¶GLVFRXUVHV
associated with traditional personnel and public administration.  
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0DUJLQDOLVHGYRLFHVOLYHGH[SHULHQFHVµ:HDUH+5¶ 
Thus the research aimed to sidestep the preoccupation of mainstream HRM 
scholarship with causal explanations and justificatory research, seeking instead to 
connect with the lived experiences of HR practitioners, not as a means of measuring 
the progress they have made on the way to reform and transformation for the 
function, (for they must surely transform or die! Schuler, 1990), but to understand 
what is accomplished through the discourses by which they identify their role, 
activities and priorities. 
 
Scant attention has been paid to the voices of those charged with the enactment of 
HRM in organizations (for an exception, see Keegan and Francis, 2010), as the 
HRM literature has focused predominantly on normative prescriptions of the ideal 
role for the HR function.7 7KHDLPKHUHZDVWKHUHIRUHWRµresist ideologies and 
LGHQWLWLHVXQUHIOH[LYHO\DUULYHGDW¶'HOEULGJHDQG.HHQR\SDQGWRH[SORUH
the voices of HR practiWLRQHUVWKHPVHOYHVSURYLGLQJDSRO\YRFDOLW\DQGµPXOWL-storied 
QDUUDWLYHV¶SUHYLRXVO\ODFNLQJLQ+50UHVHDUFK-DQVVHQVDQG6WH\DHUWS
152) through hearing the voices of HR practitioners. The focus of the interviews was 
on how those practitioners seek to construct a plausible and palatable identity as 
they go about their role, and this focus on the performance of role and identity 
constitutes an important aspect of the research.  
'HVSLWHWKHµVWLFNLQHVV¶LQWKHDFDGHPLFDQGSDUWLFXODUO\WKHSUDFWLWioner literature of 
8OULFK¶VPDQDJHULDOLVWZRUNRQWKHµLGHDO¶UROHDQGLGHQWLW\IRUWKHIXQFWLRQIHZKDYH
FRQVLGHUHGKRZDQGZKHWKHUWKHµVWUDWHJLF¶EXVLQHVVSDUWQHULQJSUHVFULSWLRQKDV
taken hold in how practitioners characterise their role . A central aim of the research 
therefore was to engage with the subjective experience of HR practitioners as they 
discursively accounted for their role and identity, both individually and collectively.  
 
Desperately seeking legitimacy 
In recent years, mainstream HRM literature has tended to adopt somewhat one-
dimensional claims to how the function might cast off its old, denigrated status, and 
                                                          
7
 Those in the function rarely take centre stage in HRM research, and when they do, the speakers are usually at 
the level of director or senior manager offering a very particular view of the function 
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achieve legitimacy through added value claims articulated via strategic, performance 
and business discourses. Whilst some have claimed that these discourses offer a 
clear route to organizational legitimacy (with Ulrich and colleagues as the chief 
culprits in this respect, advocating that HR becomes an organizationDOµSOD\HU¶
there is limited evidence to suggest that legitimacy is guaranteed. The research was 
therefore also focused on the legitimacy-claiming and legitimacy-conferring potential 
of particular discourses. 
 
9.2.1 Contribution of the research: to scholarship 
'LVFXUVLYHLGHQWLW\ZRUNLQDFWLRQµFUDIWHGVHOYHV¶ 
There is little research focusing on the enactment of HRM (Paauwe and Boselie, 
2005; Marchington, 2008; Truss, 2008) and particularly on the discursive 
construction and performance of HRM in organizations. Alvesson (2009) has drawn 
attention to the usefulness of listening closely to those involved in HRM, yet few 
studies have considered the identity work demanded by continuously changing 
prescriptive constructions of how the HR function ought to redesign and transform 
itself. This research adds to the growing body of critical HRM literature which seeks 
to understand HRM not merely as a recipe for organizational success,  but as a 
particular set of discursive choices dominated by normative managerialist 
prescriptions, and to consider how it informs the identity of those charged with its 
delivery. My research focuses on an HR function in discursive transition, at a time 
ZKHQRQJRLQJFDOOVIRUSXEOLFVHFWRU+5WRµWUDQVIRUP¶RUGLHDUHGHPDQGLQJLGHQWLW\
work on the part of HR practitioners in local government. Thus the research critically 
considers identity work at the HRM/NPM nexus and contributes an understanding of 
how identity is discursively crafted. The findings support the work of others (Iedema 
et al; Clarke et al) that identities are not only multiple and fluid, but frequently 
µPHVV\¶FUDIWHGIURPFRQIOLFWLQJdiscursive strands. 
 
&KDOOHQJLQJWKHKHJHPRQ\RI+50DQGµVWUDWHJLF¶OHJLWLPDF\ 
Through exploring the talk of HR practitioners themselves, the research offers an 
empirical view of HRM in action, througKH[SORULQJµ+5¶DVDSDUWLFXODUGLVFXUVLYH
identity. This represents a significantly different (although not unique) approach to 
PDLQVWUHDP+50OLWHUDWXUHZKHUHWKHµVWUDWHJLF¶IRUPDWLRQUHLJQVDQGWKHTXHVWWR
establish the HRM-performance link dominates. Alternative constructions of the 
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identity of the HR function are offered here, with a call reconsider the narrow 
strategy-versus wellbeing debate, and to re-evaluate denigrated operational and 
administrative HR activities as constituting a pragmatic and valuable problem-solving 
UROH,QWKHFRQWH[WRIWKHµVWUDWHJ\¶GHEDWHLWPD\EHPRUHDSSURSULDWHWRFRQFHLYHRI
HR not as a strategic function, but as an entity which, like other organizational areas, 
has some strategic functions. However these are not the only activities which offer 
µYDOXH¶WRorganizations. Future research might build on this contribution through 
exploring how HR practitioners elsewhere, line managers and employees at large 
(who are, after all, the focus of HRM activities) perceive and value the function, but 
through a close analysis of the discourses deployed to capture the role and 
legitimacy of the function. Where this kind of research has been undertaken 
previously, it has often failed to capture the nuanced discursive formations deployed 
by speakers. 
 
Public sector identities 
Similarly, the research has observed public servants in action as they seek to craft 
new and plausible identities within the context of demands for transformation and 
reform, and at a time when public sector identity and performance is under close 
scrutiny. It has provided a view from close quarters of the experience of public sector 
workers as they attempt to account for and make sense of discursive shifts from old 
to new formations of public sector identity, and offers a challenge to the claim that 
OPA and its associated values has been swept away: perhaps explaining the very 
QHHGIRUµUHIRUP¶LQLWLDWLYHVWREHUHJXODUO\ reinvented , relabelled  and reinvigorated. 
 
A Gendered HR identity 
Alvesson and Due Billing (2009) talk of the need for ambitious interpretive work 
ZKLFKDLPVWREULQJRXWWKHµQXDQFHGDVSHFWVDURXQGKRZSHRSOHFRQVWUXFW
WKHPVHOYHVDQGWKHLUZRUNZRUOGV¶DVJHQGHUHGS7KLVUHVHDUFKRIIHUVVXFKD
contribution to the organizational gender literature through examining how gendered 
relational subjectivities construct the gendered and sexualised identity of the HR 
function. Through hearing the voices of a largely female workforce from a gendered , 
feminine-identified  function, and perhaps, most importantly naming it as such, the 
research potentially puts gender firmly on the agenda of the identity construction and 
legitimacy-seeking concerns of the function. Whilst the gendered identity of the HR 
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function has featured marginally in the HRM literature through the work of Legge and 
Townley, this aspect of the lived experience of HR practitioners has rarely, if ever, 
been empirically explored. The findings here suggest that gendered subjectivities 
around the identity of the HR function are worthy of much more research. 
 
9.2.2 Contribution of the research: to practice  
This research has identified that despite claims to the contrary, the pursuit of 
legitimacy is still an ongoing project for HR specialists.  Kulik and Perry (2008) have 
suggested that the HR function needs to recognise which strategies might be most 
effective in transforming their reputation.   Whilst trends in the academic and 
practitioner literature advocate greater business, performance and output focus for 
+50DQGIRUDµSURIHVVLRQDO¶+5IXQFWLRQWKHSUDFWLWLRQHUVKHUHUHVROXWHO\GUDZQRW
only on these repertoires, but on a range of others which are less managerially 
aligned. The research therefore contributes to a more nuanced appreciation of the 
actual role and practice of HR practitioners than that suggested by, for example, the 
&,3'ZKRVHSULPDU\FRQFHUQKDVEHHQWRHQVXUHWKDW+5VSHFLDOLVWVµWDONWKH
ODQJXDJHRIWKHEXVLQHVV¶*LYHQWKHDOWHUQDWLYHDUWLFXODWLRQVKHUHRIKRZYDOXHLV
added, the current tactic of the CIPD to advocate following a managerialist and 
µVWUDWHJLF¶DJHQGDPD\EHVKRUW-sighted. The contribution of the research in this 
arena is to suggest that those who represent the function as a profession may need 
to reconsider on what terms legitimacy is to be pursued. The professional body might 
be well-advised to resist the  geQGHUHGµODEHOOLQJ¶DQGµJKHWWRL]DWLRQ¶RIDVSHFWVRIWKH
IXQFWLRQ¶VWUDGLWLRQDOUROHDQGWRUHFODLPVRPHRIWKHQRQ-strategic, non-business 
partnering linguistic HR terrain, and to rehabilitate it as value- adding. Rather than 
seeking to reinvent the function, a reconsideration and positive reworking of the 
IXQFWLRQ¶VWUDGLWLRQDOUROHVPLJKWEHPRUHDSSRVLWH5DWKHUWKDQFROOXGLQJLQWKH
fragmentation of the function and attempts to devolve and outsource its work, this 
may liberate HR from continued managerial control and begin to establish some 
measure of independence. This may in turn promise greater professional legitimacy 
for the function, rather than remaining a semi-profession in thrall to management. 
Similarly, senior managers (both HR and line) who demand a strategic contribution 
from the HR function would be well advised to consider whether the denigration (if 
not downright abandonment) of other contributions (moral, pragmatic, regulatory) 
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might be premature and ultimately short-sighted, given the risks of undervaluing or 
obviating those concerns as organizationally important. 
9.3 Limitations of the research, and possible future research directions 
Methodological limitations 
 Although interview scenarios offer an opportunity to invite participants to engage in 
identity work, they nevertheless provide only a limited opportunity to observe the 
discourses deployed by HR practitioners. Further research might build on what has 
been observed here and explore the HR function in action, particularly in relation to 
line management, through a more ethnographic approach. 
 
Participant limitations 
The aim of the research was essentially to hear how HR practitioners construct their 
identity. Some would argue that this constitutes a very one-sided representation of 
HR identity. An additional dimension would have been provided through interviewing 
line managers to explore their discursive construction of the HR function, or 
employees whose daily working lives may be affected by the role and identity of the 
HR function. Additionally, as previously mentioned, several participants were known 
or introduced to me through existing relationships where I was identified as the 
µDFDGHPLF¶RUFXVWRGLDQRIµ+50¶NQRZOHGge. This may have to some degree 
influenced the discursive social performance and choice of repertoires deployed by 
some speakers. 
 
Researcher Limitations 
It is worth commenting here on my identity as a female researcher: Whilst I cannot 
claim definitively that my identity influenced the responses of the participants, it is 
possible that my gender enabled or encouraged interviewees (both male and female) 
to engage in gendered talk in constructing their roles and relationships. Equally, my 
own gendered experience (and indeed my experience as former HR practitioner and 
lecturer in HR) have undoubtedly contributed to the particular lens I have brought to 
the undertaking and analysis of this research. Other researchers may have elicited 
different responses, and identified different issues and areas worthy of discussion 
froPWKHLQWHUYLHZµGDWD¶. This is not to suggest that this research may not be useful 
DQGKHUH,ULVNDGGXFLQJµXQUHIOH[LYHIXQFWLRQDOLVP¶&XQOLIIHSEXWWR
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UHIXWHDQ\µWUXWKFODLPV¶ZKLFKPLJKWDSSHDUWREHLQKHUHQWZKHQFLWLQJSRWHQWLDO
research contributions.  
 
Limitations of context 
The Midlands urban local government environment represents a very specific 
context. I make no claims to generalizability, although hope that my observations 
may inform potential re-interpretation and application in other contexts beyond 
simply the confines of the UK local government landscape. It would be useful to 
explore whether similar discursive phenomena inform the identity formation of HR 
practitioners in other public sector but also private and third sector contexts. 
 
Timing limitations 
7KHUHVHDUFKZDVLQLWLDWHGDWZKDWPLJKWEHFRQVLGHUHGDµPRPHQWRIWUDQVLWLRQ¶IRU
WKH+5IXQFWLRQLQORFDOJRYHUQPHQWDVLWZDVH[KRUWHGWRµWUDQVIRUP¶WRUHstructure, 
and reinvent itself as a strategic partner in the public sector reform project. In the 
relatively short time since the interviews took place a significant discursive shift has 
occurred with the election of the conservative/ LibDem government, whose  rhetoric 
around the public sector has arguably shifted from the epochal to the cataclysmic. As 
one of the participants observed to me recently, since the current round of cuts to 
ORFDOJRYHUQPHQWEXGJHWVZDVDQQRXQFHGµDOOKHOOKDVOHWORRVH¶ZLWKparticular 
WKUHDWVWRWKH+5IXQFWLRQDQGRWKHUµVXSSRUW¶IXQFWLRQVFDVWDVµEDFNRIILFH¶DV
SUHVVXUHLQFUHDVHVWRRSHUDWHPRUHHIILFLHQWO\µGRPRUHZLWKOHVV¶DQGµUHOHDVH
resources to the front line8¶$UJXDEO\LQWKHFXUUHQWGLVFXUVLYHFOLPDWHZKHUH 
efficiency and cost-cutting logics dominate, the HR function has become even more 
in thrall to managerially defined priorities. This is worthy of further exploration, 
SDUWLFXODUO\WRFRQVLGHUZKHWKHUWKHµORZ-URDG¶SHRSOHPDQDJHPHQWSKLORVRSK\
apparently espoused (redundancies, pay freezes, training and development 
embargos) has again rebranded the identity of the HR function as managerial 
hench(wo)man, and to what extent it is plausible for HR practitioners to resist this 
formation and  yet survive intact. 
                                                          
8
 As I write this conclusion, another e-mail has dropped into my inbox inviting me to attend a public Sector 
 ‘>ĞĂŶDĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ?ƐĞŵŝŶĂƌ ?ǁŚĞƌĞƚŚĞĨŽĐƵƐǁŝůůďĞŚŽǁƚŽ ‘deliver a first class service with fewer 
UHVRXUFHV¶WKURXJKµVWUHDPOLQLQJ¶DQGµGRLQJWKLQJVGLIIHUHQWO\¶ 
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11. Appendix 1: Interview Participants 
Code Gender Position* Authority 
A1 F Senior HR Adviser (D) D 
A2 F HR Manager (C) S 
A3 F HR Officer (D) Wa 
B1 F Senior HR Officer (C) D 
C1 F HR Officer (D) T  
C2 F HR Manager (D) W 
C3 F HR Officer (D) T 
D1 F HR Manager (D) W 
D2 F HR Manager (C) W 
D3 F Principal HR Officer  S 
E1 F HR Officer (D) D 
E2 F HR Officer (C) Wa 
E3 F HR Officer (D) Wa 
F1 F HR Manager (D) W 
F2 F HR Officer (D) W 
J1 F HR Manager (D) W 
J2 M HR Manager (C) T  
J3 F HR Officer (C) W 
J4 F HR Manager (Interim) T 
K1 F HR Manager (D) W 
K2 F Principal HR Officer S 
L1 M HR Manager (C) W 
L2 F HR Manager (D) D 
L3 F HR Officer (D) W 
L4 F HR Manager (D) D 
L5 F HR Officer (C) W 
M1 F HR Manager (D) D 
M2 F HR Manager (C) T 
N1 F Senior HR Officer (C) D 
N2 F HR Officer (Grad Trainee) D 
O1 M HR Officer (D) S 
P1 F Senior HR Adviser (D) D 
P2 M Senior HR Officer  Wa 
P3 F HR Officer (D) S 
P4 M Head of HR (C) T 
R1 F Principal HR Officer (C) S 
R2 F HR Officer (D) Wa 
S1 F Principal HR Officer (C) W 
S2 F HR Manager (D) D 
S3 F Senior HR Adviser (C) T 
S4 M Head of HR (C) D 
S5 F HR Officer (D) Wa 
S6 F HR Manager (C) W 
S7 F HR Manager (D) W 
S8 F HR Officer (D) Wa 
T1 F Senior HR Adviser (C) D 
T2 F HR Officer (D) S 
5ROHWLWOHVYDULHGEHWZHHQDXWKRULWLHVµ&¶GHQRWHVDFHQWUDOFRUSRUDWHUROHµ'¶DGLUHFWRUDWH
role 
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Appendix 2 
Outline interview questions 
1. Can you tell me a bit about your role?  
2. And how is your time divided up in terms of the activities you engage in? 
3.  How has it changed in the time you have been doing it? 
4. What have been the biggest changes for the whole HR function in that time? 
5. What impacts have those changes had on you personally? 
6. How does the role differ from what you anticipated it would be? 
7. What are the most enjoyable aspects of your role? 
8. What are the most challenging aspects? 
9. How do you anticipate your role changing in the future, and why? 
10. What are your main priorities? 
11. Who determines those priorities? 
12. How is your performance rated, and who does your performance reviews? 
13. What are your most important relationships at work? 
14. How do you think the HR department is viewed by the rest of the organisation? 
15. What do you think the role of the HR department should be? 
16. How does the reality in your organisation compare with that ideal? 
17. What do you think the department could or should be doing differently? 
18. What HR department activities do you think are most valued-internally and by the 
rest of the organisation? 
19. What role does the CIPD play in determining what HR does or how it should behave? 
20. What are the biggest changes on the horizon for you? ..For your function?..For HR in 
general? 
 
